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ABSTRACT 
Special Olympics athletes may experience unique learning needs not seen among 
many mainstream athletes. Consequently , research-based coaching practices 
recommended for coaches of mainstream teams may not be appropriate for Special 
Olympics coaches. With this in mind, the importance of establishing a research-based 
knowledge bank of coaching practices to use with athletes who have intellectual 
disabilities comes to light. Identified coaching practices can benefit coaches of Special 
Olympics teams, as well as coaches of mainstream teams who may work with athletes 
who have intellectual disabilities. 
This first-of-its-kind empirical research study sought to identify instructional 
practices demonstrated by Massachusetts Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches (n = 8). 
Specifically, this study aimed to discover what instructional practices were most 
commonly used among the participant group; what these instructional practices looked 
like; and what instructional practices may have contributed to supporting a positive 
learning climate. A framework for instructional practices set by the National Council for 
vi 
Accreditation of Coach Education (NCACE) was used to assist with the identification of 
instructional behaviors employed by study participants. A second purpose of this study 
was to use the NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrument (DFOI), a 
competency-based observation tool developed for this study, to colJect data on study 
participants' instructional practices. 
Each study participant was observed coaching a practice three times during their 
sport season. Using the DFOI, observed instructional behaviors were quantified via event 
recording procedures and described by recording descriptive field notes. To triangulate 
data collected on the DFOI, coaches were audio-recorded with a wireless lapel 
microphone during practice observations. Following each coach's third practice 
observation, audio-recorded interviews were conducted to gain further insight into 
demonstrated instructional practices. 
Participants were observed performing 2,157 instructional behaviors during 1 ,080 
minutes of observation, averaging 1.99 behaviors per minute and 89.87 behaviors per 
practice. Based on data analysis, encouragement, positive correction, and tactical and 
technical cues were the three instructional practices most commonly employed by study 
participants, accounting for 68.33% of all recorded behaviors. Data also show that 
participants engaged athletes in sport-specific activities during 63.15% of the total 
observation time, and spent only 5.95% of the total observation time delivering 
instruction to their teams. 
While speculative, data suggest that participants' emphasis of initiative, choice, 
excellence, and interpersonal relationships may have contributed to the support of 
vii 
positive learning environments. Additionally, the DFOI proved to be a useful 
observation tool for collecting competency-based quantitative and qualitative data, and is 
recommended for use during future replications of the current study, as well as future 
assessments of sport coaches' instructional practices. 
Based on data collected in this study, 14 recommendations are presented for 
Special Olympics, community-based, and school-based coach education programs. 
These recommendations include: promoting the importance of weaving encouragement 
into coaching practices, using a feedback model to facilitate delivery of positive 
corrections, and prioritizing use of instructional tools using a "tools in hand, tools in the 
tool belt, and tools in the toolbox" model. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
On February 15,2006, Jason McElwain finally found his 4 minutes and 19 
seconds of fame. 
When he was a ninth grader in New York's Greece Athena high school, Jason 
tried out for a spot on his school's basketball teams for the first time. A talented athlete 
with "high-functioning" Autism, 5-foot-6 Jason was told he was too short to play 
basketball for Greece Athena (Associated Press, 2006). Instead, Jason was made team 
manager of the junior varsity team. 
Jason, known to his teammates as "J-Mac," tried out for Greece Athena's 
basketball teams every year of his high school career. Every year, McElwain didn't make 
the roster and was instead made the team manager (Milazzo, 2009). During his four-year 
stint as team manager for the junior varsity and varsity basketball teams, J-Mac dutifully 
"[kept] the stats, [ran] the clock, [and handed] out water bottles" (ESPN, 2006). J-Mac 
also continued to play basketball whenever he got the chance, many times participating in 
practices (CNN, 2006). Often, Jason would arrive to practices early or leave practices 
late, spending "hours shooting baskets in an empty gym" (ABC, 2006). 
On February 15,2006, before the last home game of J-Mac's senior year, coach 
Jim Johnson added Jason to the varsity roster to thank him for his four years of work with 
the school's basketball program. As reported by CBS correspondent Steve Hartman 
(2006), "Coach Johnson decided to let Jason actually suit up. Not to play necessarily, 
just to let him feel what it's like to wear a jersey." With 4 minutes and 19 seconds 
remaining in the game, Greece Athena held a 20-point lead over their opponent and all of 
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Coach Johnson's substitutes had seen action; Johnson decided to let J-Mac enter the 
game ("The Miracle Night," 2012). While Johnson hoped only that Jason would make 
one basket, McElwain had other plans. During his 4 minutes and 19 seconds in the game, 
Jason scored 20 points and was six of ten from the three-point line. Jason ended the night 
as his team's top scorer. "The basket was like this big-old huge bucket," McElwain said 
of his performance, "and I was shooting like they were free-throws" (Associated Press, 
2006). 
While Jason was a talented basketball player in his own right, Coach Johnson 
attributed J-Mac's 20 points to miraculous divine intervention. In a summary of the 
famed game written for his subsequent book, A Coach and a Miracle (2011), Coach 
Johnson recounts: 
When play resumed Jason promptly launched an air ball, and I put my head in my 
hands. Prayer supposedly isn't allowed in public schools, but I started praying for 
all I was worth: "Please God, let him make just one basket." He then missed a 
layup. I started praying harder. Fortunately, God must be a basketball fan. And 
he apparently had a message to deliver to the rest of the world that night. In fact, 
I believe it was nothing short of a miracle .... I've read and heard, many times 
over, the Gospel accounts of miracles performed by Jesus. These acts typically 
involved common, everyday folks. Some of them had disabilities. All had faith, 
and they became a positive example for others. Therein, to me, lies the meaning 
behind the miracle of February 15,2006. As it turned out, I'd say J-Mac and I 
were just the kind of people God might employ to send a message of hope to the 
reset of the world in the form of a timeless, feel-good story. ("The Miracle 
Night," 2012) 
McElwain's story prompts a necessary question: what role did Autism play in 
keeping McElwain off his high school's junior varsity and varsity basketball rosters? 
While height was cited as the reason for denying Jason a spot on the junior varsity and 
varsity teams, the 2010-2011 Greece Athena High School boys' junior varsity basketball 
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roster lists one guard who is 5-foot-3, one guard who is 5-foot-7, and two guards who are 
5-foot-8 ("Section V Boys' Basketball," 2011). Additionally, the 2009-2010 Greece 
Athena High School boys' varsity basketball roster lists two guards who are 5-foot-7 ,just 
one inch taller than McElwain ("Greece Athena," 2010). 
Coach Johnson's view that J-Mac's 20-point game was a message from a higher 
power, versus the result of talent and hard work, may speak to an inability to see past 
Jason's Autism diagnosis. In fact, Johnson's book summary explicitly refers to 
McElwain's Autism diagnosis as a "limitation:" 
In giving [McElwain] some playing time, I enabled him to realize a lifelong 
dream. It was the last home contest of his senior year, and Jason was seeing his 
first varsity action. Now this might seem like a fairly ordinary moment, but Jason 
wasn't your ordinary basketball player ... [Jason] was so excited to enter the 
game that he started right for the basketball court without first checking in and 
had to be redirected to the scorer's table. But very few people noticed that; they 
were just so happy to see him get in the game. Why? Because Jason is [A]utistic 
and learning-disabled. Knowing his limitations, the crowd was moved and so was 
I upon Jason entering the game. (''The Miracle Night," 2012) 
Recognizing his son's athletic talent, J-Mac's father was happy, though not 
surprised, to see McElwain's outstanding performance. During an interview with ESPN, 
McElwain's father referred to basketball as Jason's "equalizer" and went on to say that 
throughout Jason's life, he has felt most on par with his peers when playing basketball 
(ESPN, 2006). Chances are, Jason would agree with his father. While J-Mac found 
frustration with school work, he turned to basketball for stress relief and empowerment: 
"McElwain was always a grade or two or three behind his year, mentally, and although 
he couldn't find strong success with his nose stuck in a textbook, McElwain looked to 
sports instead- mainly basketball" (Milazzo, 2009). J-Mac, who rarely experienced 
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feelings of competence in school and social situations, was confident in his ability to play 
basketball and felt frustration when he was cut from Coach Johnson's teams year after 
year. In an interview with Brittany Milazzo (2009), McElwain discussed the feelings he 
experienced after repeatedly getting cut from Greece Athena's basketball teams: 
I knew I was an awesome player, but I wasn't sure if anyone else thought that, 
and I didn't know how I'd be on the court as a team with the rest of the guys ... I 
could sink 'em from the three-point line, from half-court, with one hand behind 
my back ... with my eyes closed. So, instead of giving me a jersey, Coach 
Johnson made me team manager. 
Keeping Jason off Greece Athena's basketball teams yielded two, large 
consequences for Jason. First, in being cut from Greece Athena's teams, Jason was cut 
from his primary source of confidence. Second, Jason was made to feel like an outsider 
in the very sport environment that had previously been his "equalizer." The effects of 
Jason's experiences with disempowerment and "otherness" are long-lasting, as Milazzo 
(2009) noticed during her interview with McElwain three years after his 20-point game: 
"Although McElwain defies what it means to be Autistic, what does he think the hardest 
thing about Jiving with Autism is? 'Waking up everyday knowing I am still different 
from the rest of my peers."' 
The real reason Jason McElwain was relegated to team manager for the duration 
of his high school basketball career may never be known. However, it can be 
hypothesized that McElwain's Autism diagnosis played a significant role in Coach 
Johnson's decision to not allow J-Mac on Greece Athena's junior varsity or varsity team 
rosters. Was Jason's big night really a miracle, or was it an example of a talented athlete 
exceeding lowered expectations by leaps, bounds, and 20 points? Was Jason kept off 
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Greece Athena's basketball teams because he was too short, or because Coach Jim 
Johnson viewed McElwain's Autism as a "limitation?" 
Unfortunately, J-Mac's story is not unique; athletes with intellectual disabilities 
routinely face discrimination from coaches in sports programs across the United States. 
In April, 2012, Bailey Robinson, an 11-year old boy with Autism who has been playing 
baseball since he was five years old, was denied a spot on his local Little League team 
because the coach worried Robinson "could get hurt" (Carlson, 2012). Despite a medical 
doctor's approval for Bailey to play baseball, his coach protested, saying, ''There's other 
ways we can have [Bailey] be part of the team or have him part of a team without him 
getting hurt" (Carlson, 2012). 
Similar to the experiences of McElwain and Robinson, in February, 2012, six-
year old Jack Irzyk was not allowed to participate in beginner group skating lessons at the 
McVann-O'Keefe Skating Rink in Peabody, MA because of his intellectual disability 
(Castelluccio & Buccini, 2012). Following media coverage and public outcry, the rink 
changed its policy (Castelluccio & Buccini, 2012). 
Troubling stories of sport participation discrimination based on disability status 
may be indicative that coach education programs lack necessary information needed to 
prepare coaches to work with athletes who have intellectual disabilities. Perhaps, if 
coaches are given ways to work with an athlete's disability, versus against it, the sport 
experience can be one that fosters athlete growth, development, and well-being. 
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Coach as teacher: iU"st person account 
During my first basketball practice as a Special Olympics coach, I learned that the 
athletes comprising my team did not know how to dribble basketballs, run up and down 
the court, shoot, pass, play defense, recognize 'out of bounds,' or high-five. I learned 
that the athletes, teenage boys with moderate to severe Autism, were extremely sensitive 
to noise, light, and touch. I also learned that Garrett loved stickers with faces on them; 
Nick would do anything for Cheetos; and Aaron's smile could get him elected to any 
political office. Most importantly, I learned that the boys on my team wanted to run, 
shoot the ball, and receive hard-earned high-fives. On my first day as a Special Olympics 
coach, I learned that the eight boys on my team wanted to be basketball players. 
After our first practice , I spent the following week thinking of ways to teach my 
athletes how to play basketball. I stripped the game down to its fundamental scaffolding: 
the ball is bounced up and down the court, the ball is tossed into the hoop, everyone stops 
when they hear a whistle. The next three practices would focus on these fundamentals. 
Now that I knew what I would teach the athletes, I had to think of how to teach the 
athletes. More importantly, I had to find a way to work with my athletes' Autism, versus 
against it. 
To make practice more engaging for the team, I decided to connect the athletes' 
interests to the skills they were learning. To teach the team how to dribble, I had to find a 
way to make the boys want to dribble the basketballs. I super glued stickers with moving 
"googly" eyes on them to the basketballs. The athletes (especially Garrett) were very 
interested in the stickers and enjoyed seeing thegoogly eyes wildly thrash up, down, 
6 
right, and left as the basketballs were bounced to the floor. Soon, the athletes were 
walking up and down the court while dribbling the basketballs. The excitement of 
watching the googly eyes was quickly replaced by the thrill of moving with a bouncing 
ball. 
To teach the team to shoot, I taped a Buzz Lightyear doll (Kevin's favorite movie 
character) to the backboard, just over the hoop. Drawing inspiration from the 
motivational properties of pinatas, I told the athletes that the doll could be knocked down 
by throwing basketballs at it. As the athletes started shooting balls at the hoop, I praised 
them for accidental demonstrations of good shooting form and, eventually, successful 
baskets. The amount of praise I gave the athletes for proper shooting form and successful 
baskets was more than the praise they received for hitting Buzz Lightyear. Over time, 
shooting baskets became an enjoyable activity without the motivation of knocking down 
Buzz. 
During the dribbling and shooting lessons, I slowly introduced the sound of a 
whistle. Because whistles were used during Special Olympics tournaments, I felt it was 
important to help the athletes become used to hearing them. At first, I softly blew my 
whistle to indicate the end of a drill. Over time, I increased the whistle volume until we 
were able to play "red light, green light" using the full-volume sound of the whistle to 
indicate a "red light." Eventually, the team became used to the sound of a whistle and 
knew to "freeze" the on-court play when they heard it. 
With the team learning how to dribble, shoot, and tolerate whistles, I decided to 
teach them a more complex skill: court positions. I quickly learned that putting athletes 
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in forward, center, and guard positions on one end of the court did not carry over when 
they moved to the other end of the court. 
I arrived to our fifth team practice two hours early with $20 of poster board and 
$15 of masking tape. I covered the entire right forward zone on both ends of the court 
with pink poster board, because Aaron was the right forward and his favorite color was 
pink. Next, I covered the entire left forward zone on both ends of the court with green 
poster board, because Garrett was the left forward and his favorite color was green. The 
space for the center position was covered in red on both ends of the court, because Nick 
was the center and his favorite color was red. By the time the athletes arrived to practice, 
their basketball court had been transformed into an expansive rectangular mosaic 
featuring large squares of their favorite colors on both ends of the court. 
The running activity that day began with athletes standing on their favorite color 
under one hoop, and then running to the same color at the other end of the gym when I 
said "down the court!" I chose "down the court" as a cue because it was a realistic phrase 
I would use during competitions. The athletes enjoyed seeing their favorite colors on the 
court and happily ran to the appropriate positions. I continued covering the court with 
poster board every week, slowly decreasing the amount of covered space over time. 
Once on-court positions were learned, lessons on passing, defense, foul-shots, free-
throws and jump-balls followed. 
As our biggest player and center, I wanted Nick to have a good understanding of 
defense. The challenge with Nick was that he refused to get close enough to his 
opponents to guard them; his level of hyper-sensitivity to touch made closely guarding 
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opponents intolerably painful. During a water break half-way through our season, I 
backpedaled and zig-zagged over the court with a bag of Cheetos in my right hand. 
Naturally, Nick ran after me, trying to rescue his favorite food. I raised my hands up, the 
Cheetos now over my head. 
"Hands up, Nick, hands up," I repeated. 
Nick raised his hands to match mine. I stopped. Nick stopped. I dropped my 
hands down to the height of a player holding the ball. 
"Get the Cheetos, Nick." 
Nick took a step towards me and grabbed the Cheetos out of my hands. 
"GOOD JOB, NICK!! You got the Cheetos!" I exclaimed. "Now, let's use a 
basketball." The defense lessons with Nick and the Cheetos recommenced during every 
water break of every subsequent practice. During the last water break of our last practice, 
Nick reached a milestone; he played defense against me without the motivation of the 
Cheetos. Nick, who had worked exceptionally hard to develop a tolerance to being in 
close proximity to people, was ready to be the team's star defensive player. 
At the end of our season, our team entered the Special Olympics State Games. 
We played six games during the State tournament and won every one. Following our 
final game, the eight athletes who didn't know how to dribble a ball when the season 
began proudly stood on the award podium to receive their gold medals. The team had not 
only learned how to play basketball, they had learned to play basketball well. The eight 
boys on my team were now basketball players. 
After the medal ceremony, as the athletes and parents gathered and rearranged 
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themselves for every combination of group picture, I witnessed a second, quieter, gold 
medal victory. Nick's dad approached his son and said, "I saw you score two baskets, 
Nick! Great shooting today!" Looking at the ground, Nick smiled and replied with a curt 
"yes." Nick quickly shifted his weight between his staggered feet, rocking his body back 
and forth. Nick's dad, who had lived with Nick's hyper-sensitivity to touch for 17 years, 
knew he couldn't hug his son. In fact, he knew that any attempt to touch his son would 
trigger a loud, violent stress response resulting in a dreaded need to heavily medicate 
Nick for the rest of the day. However, the overwhelming pride and love the father felt for 
his son pleaded with his otherwise consistently rational judgment: Nick's dad wanted to 
touch his son, just for a second, to show him how proud he was. 
"Can you give me a high-five?" Nick's dad asked. Nick raised an open hand to 
meet his dad's. "Great high-five, Nick!" Nick's dad said, surprised and elated to feel the 
casual touch of his son's hand without facing a subsequent stress reaction. Then, as 
Nick's dad began to turn his head in his wife's direction to relay news of the high-five, 
Nick took a step forward and wrapped his arms loosely around his dad. "Nick," the 
father said, sounding out of breath. Slowly, Nick's dad raised his arms and put them 
around his son, placing his hands gently on Nick's shoulder blades. "Nick," the father 
repeated. "Hug, Nick, this is a hug," Nick's dad said. 
"Yes. Hug." Nick answered. Nick dropped his arms and stepped back from his 
dad, resuming his staggered foot rocking. 
Nick's dad didn't move, digesting the moment he had just had with his son. 
"That was a first," Nick's dad said to himself, beaming with p1ide. I marveled at Nick's 
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accomplishment; Nick had transferred his new tolerance of opponents' close proximity to 
a longing to hug his father. 
It was then, watching the elation of a man who had waited 17 years to know the 
feeling of his son's hug, that I realized the enormous strength that is created when the 
power of sport, the power of teaching, and the power of tenacity unite. This strength, I 
have witnessed first-hand, is able to disable disability. And this strength, I have 
witnessed first hand, is why it is so important for Special Olympics coaches to embrace 
their role as "teacher." 
Special Olympics 
On July 21,1968, Special Olympics founder Eunice Kennedy Shriver opened the 
inaugural Special Olympics Games with an address meant not only for the 1,000 athletes 
in attendance, but for society-at-large, as well: 
Today's Chicago Special Olympics Games have not been organized as a 
spectacle. They are not being conducted just for fun. The Chicago Special 
Olympics prove a very fundamental fact. The fact that exceptional children -
retarded children- can be exceptional athletes. The fact that through sports they 
can realize their potential for growth. Science has shown that, if given the 
chance, retarded children can perform on the athletic field as well as normal 
children. The boys and girls competing in the Special Olympics today have been 
given the chance. (Special Olympics, 2012a) 
Shriver's message was clear: athletes with intellectual disabilities can excel in 
sport if they are given the opportunity to participate. Now, forty-four years after the 
inaugural Games, Special Olympics has grown to support over 4 million athletes in 170 
countries (Special Olympics, 2011a). Eunice Shriver's vision for athletes with 
intellectual disabilities has come to life in sports venues and arenas all over the world; 
athletes with disabilities are unequivocally proving themselves as capable and 
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competitive athletes. With 4 million athletes to train in over 32 sports including soccer, 
basketball, open water swimming, kayaking and power lifting, volunteer coaches are the 
heart of Special Olympics (Special Olympics, 2011a). In a letter to Special Olympics 
coaches, Eunice Kennedy Shriver addressed the important role of the volunteer coach: 
In the Special Olympics program, coaches play a unique and indispensable role. 
It is they who impart to Special Olympics athletes the sports skills and 
competitive spirit that defines the true athlete ... The foundation of good coaching 
is still competence and solid grounding in the fundamentals. Therefore, I cannot 
emphasize enough that sound training of coaches and athletes alike is the basis for 
everything we do in Special Olympics. (Special Olympics, 2007, pg. i) 
Special Olympics' commitment to the "sound training of coaches" has led to the 
creation and implementation of the Special Olympics Coach Education System. Current 
Special Olympics policy mandates completion of the Coach Education System 
curriculum in order to become a certified Special Olympics coach, and certification 
maintenance policies are in place to encourage coaches' participation in continuing 
education practices. 
Coach education 
Special Olympics' coach education requirements are a response to the lack of 
coaching knowledge and experience many volunteer coaches have when they enlist for 
school- or community-based sports programs. Often, volunteer coaches in school- and 
community-based sport are self-selected based on motivation and schedule availability. 
Even though many "weekend coaches" hold academic degrees and hard-earned 
certifications that qualify them for weekday employment in professional settings, many 
have little to no educational experience to support their Saturday and Sunday volunteer 
coaching responsibilities. While school- and community-based sport coaching carries a 
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perception that "anyone can coach," volunteer coaches often feel overwhelmed and 
unprepared to handle their roles, especially when working with athletes who have 
disabilities (McCallister, Blinde, & Kolenbrander, 2000; Sherman & Wersma, 2005; 
Beyer, Flores, & Vargas-Tonsing, 2009; Vargas, Flores, & Beyer, 2012). 
Likely contributing to volunteer coaches' feelings of being overwhelmed and 
unprepared to work with their athletes, the effectiveness of many "large-scale" coach 
education programs contracted by school- and community-based sport programs has been 
questioned by sport science researchers (Gilbert & Trudel, 1999, pg. 235). Despite 
having undergone few empirical evaluations assessing their effectiveness, large-scale 
coach education programs are often the first and only source of coaching knowledge for 
volunteer coaches (McCullick, Belcher, & Schempp, 2005). 
Competency-based assessment 
Currently an accepted practice among large coach education organizations in the 
United States (i.e. American Sport Education Program, National Federation of State High 
School Associations) volunteer coaches are awarded the title of "certified" following 
successful completion of online courses and tests. Placing an emphasis on candidates' 
content knowledge, while de-emphasizing candidates' competency abilities, assessment 
measures implemented by organizations like the American Sport Education Program 
(ASEP) risk "certifying" coaches who, while possessing requisite content knowledge, are 
unable to perform important coaching competencies. 
In their study of sport coaches' perceptions of competence and related training 
needs, Santos, Mesquita, Graca, & Rosado (2010) define competence as "a function of 
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knowledge, skill, situation, self-confidence, and values" (pg. 62). With this definition in 
mind, it becomes clear that coaching assessment conducted in an online environment 
cannot measure candidates' competencies, as online tests are incapable of evaluating 
coaching skill and situational decision-making. Furthermore, online coaching 
assessments cannot account for the powerful social and environmental considerations that 
influence the practices of every sport coach (Culver & Trudel, 2006; Bowes & Jones, 
2006). 
Partly due to the pervasive trend of "certifying" coaches based exclusively on 
content knowledge, novice coaches often begin coaching assignments unaware of their 
competency deficiencies, particularly in terms of working with unique athlete 
populations. Because athletes with intellectual disabilities may face cognitive challenges, 
such as decreased attention spans and increased processing times, their experiences on 
community- or school-based sports teams can suffer under the direction of unprepared 
coaches. Athletes with unique learning needs are at increased risk of being mistakenly 
punished or given labels of "lazy" or "defiant" by unprepared coaches (Beyer, Flores, & 
Vargas-Tonsing, 2009; Vargas, Flores, & Beyer, 2012). When school- and community-
based coaches are unable to recognize or support athletes' learning challenges, the 
plethora of benefits that accompany sport participation, including "improved self-esteem, 
self-efficacy, peer acceptance, and social acceptance," are jeopardized 01 argas et al., 
2012, pg. 32). 
Recognizing the presence of a similar assessment deficit with beginning teachers, 
educational literature has proposed the addition of performance assessments to licensure 
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exams in order to gain insight into new teachers' pedagogical knowledge and abilities to 
demonstrate teaching competencies. In their article describing the Fresno Assessment, a 
student teacher performance evaluation tool, Torgerson, Macy, Beare, & Tanner (2009) 
note: "Growing evidence indicates that performance assessments better evaluate 
instructional practices than traditional assessments and that performance assessments can 
serve as valuable professional learning experiences" (pg. 63). 
Theoretical framework: National Council for Accreditation of Coach Education 
standards 
Assessment of coaches in the present study was guided by standards outlined in 
Domain Five of the 2006 National Standards for Sport Coaches, published by the 
National Council for Accreditation of Coach Education (NCACE). NCACE, a non-profit 
organization created by sport leaders in the United States, "promotes and facilitates 
coaching competence within all levels of amateur sport by overseeing and evaluating the 
quality of coach education programs" (NCACE, 2006). Established by the National 
Association for Sport and Physical Education (NASPE) and the American Alliance for 
Health, Physical Education, Recreation and Dance (AAHPERD), the goal of NCACE is 
to "provide consistent and scientifically-based guidelines by which to assess (a) the 
content of programs for the education of coaches, (b) the qualifications of instructors who 
provide coach education, and (c) the process by which coach education is provided" 
(NCACE, 2006, pg. 5). In addition to these goals, NASPE hopes the publication and 
widespread use of NCACE standards will "clearly articulate a conceptual framework that 
establishes coaching as a profession" (pg. 6) and "provide a framework that can be 
15 
applied and used to identify coaching competencies within the structure and context of 
any sport or coaching program" (pg. 4). The Special Olympics International Coach 
Education System was awarded NCACE accreditation in 2010. 
Standards published by NCACE are based on current coaching science and are 
updated every five to seven years to reflect the evolving landscape of sport research. 
Leaders from "national governing bodies of sport, the United States Olympic Committee, 
National Federation of State High School Associations, and NASPE leadership" have 
collaborated on the creation of the standards listed in the current NCACE guidelines 
(NCACE, 2006, pg. 5). Additionally, meeting standards set by the American with 
Disabilities Act (1990), NCACE benchmarks foster a value of inclusive sport 
participation and are written explicitly to "assist coaches as they maximize participation 
among all athletes in a supportive, reassuring, and safe environment" (NCACE, 2006, pg. 
3). 
Supported by coaching research and literature, NCACE has organized critical 
components of coach education curricula into eight domains. Each domain includes 
benchmark goals representing "skills and knowledge that coaches should possess. [These 
skills and knowledge] reflect the fundamental actions and orientations that 
administrators, athletes, and the public should expect of sport coaches at various levels of 
competition" (NCACE, 2006, pg. 3). A summary of the eight domains listed in the 
NCACE guidelines can be found in Appendix A. For the purposes of this study, 
"Domain Five" of the NCACE standards, "Teaching and Communication," was used as a 
framework from which to identify instructional practices employed by Special Olympics 
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coaches. A detailed review of Domain Five can be found in Appendix B. 
NCACE guidelines were selected as a research framework for this study for the 
following reasons: 
I. NCACE standards are research-based and have been established by national leaders in 
sport. 
2. NCACE guidelines can be used by coaches of any level, ranging from youth-sport 
coaches to Olympic coaches and are written with a goal of inclusive sport participation. 
3. The NCACE recommends using their standards as a tool with which to assess coaching 
behaviors. 
4. The Special Olympics International Coach Education System has been accredited by 
the NCACE and values the standards set forth by the guidelines. 
While NCACE standards were created with the intention of aiding in the 
competency-based assessment of coaches, a corresponding assessment tool has not been 
created by NCACE. To aid in the identification of instructional practices demonstrated 
by study participants in the present study, the researcher created the Domain Five 
Observation Instrument (DFOI), which includes 13 instructional behavior categories that 
encompass the eight standards and 47 benchmarks listed under Doman Five. 
Theoretical framework: Basic Needs Theory and supporting positive learning climates 
Aside from assessing the demonstration of basic coaching competencies, 
performance assessments are also suited to evaluate instructional practices that cannot be 
identified with summative assessment measures, such as coaches' roles in establishing 
safe, positive, and motivational learning climates. Recent sport psychology literature has 
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recognized the importance of Basic Needs Theory (BNT) in supporting positive social 
and learning environments inside of teams. BNT is comprised of three psychological 
needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) that are "fundamental for the nurturance 
and growth of the human psyche" (Reinboth & Duba, 2006, pg. 270). When these three 
psychological needs are met in a sport setting, athletes' perceptions of well-being and 
motivation can be predicted to rise. 
An architect of team culture and learning environment, the coach plays a critical 
role in nurturing positive social-environmental factors, such as those studied in BNT 
(Reinboth & Duba, 2006, pg. 270). The three psychological needs identified in Basic 
Needs Theory will be used in the present study as a theoretical framework from which 
instructional behaviors that may contribute to positive learning climates can be identified. 
Research gap 
As the number of athletic opportunities for athletes with disabilities has grown in 
recent history, the need for coaches who are prepared to work with this athlete population 
has also increased (Depauw & Gavron, 1995). Contemporary, large-scale coach 
education programs are in dire need of educational content that provides specific, 
research-based information about diverse athlete populations, including athletes with 
intellectual challenges. However, while "a plethora of research for able-bodied athletes is 
disseminated via conferences and professional journals ... the same is not necessarily 
true, on a consistent basis, of research on disability and sport" (Depauw and Gavron, 
1995, pg. 162). 
Despite current accomplishments made by Special Olympics athletes, the 
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perception of athletes with intellectual disabilities is in need of a progressive paradigm 
shift (Nixon, 2007). The perception of the able-bodied, non-disabled athlete as the 
"norm" dismisses a large population of athletes, stigmatizes athletes with disabilities as 
the "other," and devalues research dedicated to non-traditional sport. Societal resistance 
to recognizing athletes with disabilities as legitimate sport participants has limited the 
amount of research focused on the identification of coaching methods that best support 
athletes with special needs, including athletes with intellectual disabilities. 
While research in sport has exercised considerable effort investigating what 
makes some mainstream coaches more successful than others, almost no research has 
been done regarding notable Special Olympics coaches or coaching practices that are best 
suited for athletes with intellectual disabilities. For example, a Boston University 
ExLibris educational database search (conducted August 10, 2012) of the phrase 
"baseball coaching" retrieved 460 peer-reviewed journal articles from 20 unique journals. 
A search of the phrase "football coaching" retrieved 760 peer-reviewed journal articles 
from 19 journals, and the search term "soccer coaching" retrieved 480 peer-reviewed 
journal articles from 19 journals. Using the same Boston University ExLibris educational 
database, the search phrase "'Special Olympics' AND coaching" retrieved nine peer-
reviewed journal articles from nine unique journals, although none of the retrieved 
articles examined coaching techniques used inside of Special Olympics teams. A similar 
outcome was found with the search term '"intellectual disabilities' AND sport coaching." 
This term yielded four peer-reviewed journal articles in four different journals, but none 
of the articles examined coaching methods employed with athletes who have intellectual 
19 
disabilities. 
Interestingly, Special Olympics-sponsored research has not focused on coaching 
practices that work best with athletes who have intellectual disabilities (Dykens & Cohen, 
1996). In fact, recent studies funded by Special Olympics have not addressed specific 
coaching practices to employ with Special Olympics athlete populations . Instead, Special 
Olympics-sponsored research studies have focused on the following areas: "research 
policy papers," "scope of need," "scope of Special Olympics," "impact of Special 
Olympics programming," and "Special Olympics programming" (Special Olympics, 
2012c). 
Because a majority of current coaching research has focused only on mainstream 
teams when identifying and analyzing recommended coaching practices, material 
presented in Special Olympics' Coach Education System is based on research that does 
not represent the unique challenges experienced by the Special Olympics athlete 
population. When creating course content for the Coach Education System, Special 
Olympics employs the recommendations of youth and recreational sport leaders, such as 
Jim Schmutz, CEO of ASEP (Schmutz, 2009; Special Olympics, 2010). While Schmutz 
is an experienced coaching practitioner, the suggestions he makes to Special Olympics 
about coaching practices are hypotheses based on experience and have not been evaluated 
inside of an empirical research study. 
As a result of a recently-formed partnership between ASEP and Special 
Olympics, ASEP "now offers online courses for Special Olympics North America 
(SONA) coaches seeking level-one certification as well as for veteran coaches seeking 
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continuing education" (ASEP, 2012). Additionally, Special Olympics coaches are 
encouraged to take sport-specific courses geared towards mainstream youth sport 
populations through the ASEP website as a way to maintain their certifications (ASEP, 
2012). 
The use of mainstream coaching research as a foundation for the Special 
Olympics Coach Education System supports an assumption that there are no significant 
differences between coaching mainstream athletes and coaching athletes with disabilities. 
However, considerable differences between mainstream athletes and athletes with 
intellectual disabilities exist. Athletes with intellectual disabilities may face challenges in 
areas of attention, information processing, and motor skills, and may also have co-
occurring conditions that can result in hearing, vision, or motor-skill deficits (Friend, 
2008; Beyer, Flores, & Vargas-Tonsing, 2009). With these intellectual and physical 
considerations in mind, it can be suggested that coaching methods based on research of 
mainstream sports teams cannot be seamlessly transferred to the Special Olympics athlete 
population as carbon copies. Special Olympics' use of coach education materials based 
on research of neuro-typical sports teams highlights a critical need for research into 
coaching practices of notable Special Olympics coaches. 
Purpose of the study 
To break ground on a research base of instructional practices that can be used 
with athletes who have intellectual disabilities, this study sought to identify instructional 
practices demonstrated by Massachusetts Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches. 
Specifically, this study aimed to discover which instructional practices were most 
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commonly used among the participant group; what the most commonly used instructional 
practices looked like; and what instructional practices may have supported the creation of 
a positive learning climate. 
A second purpose of this study was to use the NCACE (2006) Domain Five 
Observation Instrument (DFOI) to collect data on study participants' instructional 
practices. The DFOI was used to identify, quantify, and describe instructional behaviors 
outlined in Domain Five of the NCACE (2006) standards. 
Research question 
Because notable coaches are often "used as a benchmark group" against whom 
other coaches are measured, it is important to investigate specific components of 
successful coaches that contribute to effective coaching practices (Lyle, 2002, pg. 254). 
In order to investigate and develop a model of effective coaching specific to the Special 
Olympics athlete population, research into what distinguished Special Olympics coaches 
"do" and how they do "it" must be undertaken (Cushion and Jones, 2001). Also, because 
instruction has historically been the most commonly occurring coaching behavior among 
successful coaches of mainstream teams, it is worthwhile to evaluate instructional 
practices employed by Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches (Claxton, 1988; Segrave 
& Ciancio, 1990; Bloom, Crumpton, & Anderson, 1999; Cushion & Jones, 2001). 
With these factors in mind, this study hoped to answer the following question: 
What instructional practices do Massachusetts Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches 
employ when working with athletes? 
Specifically this research study sought to discover: 
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a. What instructional practices were most commonly demonstrated by study participants 
b. What commonly demonstrated instructional practices looked like 
c. What instructional practices may have supported the creation of a positive learning 
climate 
Significance · 
Due to a gap in research, the Special Olympics coach education curriculum 
promotes coaching methodology developed from research of neuro-typical sports teams. 
There is great need within sport science research for studies that can establish the 
groundwork for a knowledge base of instructional practices to use with athletes who have 
intellectual disabilities. This knowledge base can help novice Special Olympics coaches 
feel more prepared and capable when working with their athletes. Additionally, the sport 
experience can be greatly enhanced for Special Olympics athletes if their coaches are 
provided with population-specific research-based information and coaching strategies. 
Aside from contributing to the Special Olympics coach education program, results 
from this study may also benefit mainstream coach education curricula. During the 2008-
2009 school year, 6,483,000 students were identified as having disabilities in U.S. public 
schools, representing over 13% of the entire US student population (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2011a; 2011b). Among the 6,483,000 students diagnosed with a disability, 
1,426,000 had a speech/language disability, 354,000 had a developmental delay, and 
336,000had Autism (U.S. Department of Education, 2011b). Of these students, it can be 
suggested with reasonable expectation that many expressed interest in local school- or 
community-based sport programs. 
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Often, athletes with mild intellectual disabilities attempt to join mainstream 
recreational, travel, or school-sponsored sports teams, only to find coaches are 
unprepared to meet their unique learning needs (Beyer, Flores, & Vargas-Tonsing, 2009; 
Bodey, 2010). Because many athletic organizations do not adequately prepare coaches to 
work with athletes who have disabilities, sport participants with intellectual disabilities 
(who may have the potential to make notable athletic and social contributions to the 
team) are discouraged from joining the same teams as their neuro-typical classmates, 
neighbors, and friends (Weirsma & Sherman, 2005). When coach education programs do 
not provide suggestions for specific coaching practices that can facilitate meaningful 
inclusion of athletes with intellectual disabilities, coaches are potentially unprepared to 
identify, accommodate, and create a safe environment for participants with special 
needs. 
As pioneering sport science research has examined notable mainstream coaches in 
order to identify successful, commonly-employed coaching techniques, research among 
notable Special Olympics coaches is needed to identify coaching methods that have been 
successfully employed inside the Special Olympics population (Gallimore and Tharp, 
2004; Becker and Wrisberg, 2008). Notable Special Olympics coaches should be studied 
to identify suggested practices that can be used with athletes who have intellectual 
disabilities. More specifically, because research has found instruction to be the most 
commonly employed coaching behavior among notable mainstream coaches, it is 
important to evaluate instructional practices demonstrated by notable Special Olympics 
coaches (Gallimore & Tharp, 1975; Lacy & Darst, 1984; Segrave & Ciancio, 1990; 
24 
Becker & Wrisberg, 2008). Furthermore, it is critical to create and employ a 
competency-based assessment tool with which to evaluate Special Olympics coaches in 
order to investigate what instructional practices coaches are employing and how these 
practices effect the learning environment. 
Definition of terms 
The following terms are used throughout this study and warrant definition: 
Basic Needs Theory 
"Basic Needs Theory assumes there are three needs [that are] fundamental for the 
nurturance and growth of the human psyche: namely the psychological needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness" (Reinboth & Duda, 2006, pg. 270). 
Coaching behavior; coaching practices 
An observable action a coach demonstrates to accomplish a task related to his or her 
athletes, staff, or team. 
Coaching competence 
"A function of knowledge, skill, situation, self-confidence, and values" (Santos, 
Mesquite, Graca, & Rosado, 2010, pg. 62). 
Competency-based assessment 
An evaluative practice related to the demonstration of task-specific proficiencies. 
Instruction in sports coaching 
The planning and implementation of organized practices so that athletes have positive 
learning experiences (NCACE, 2006). 
Intellectual disability 
"Characterized both by a significantly below-average score on a test of mental ability or 
intelligence and by limitations in the ability to function in areas of daily life, such as 
communication, self-care, and getting along in social situations and school activities" 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2005). 
Instructional practice 
The transmission of knowledge from one person to another; one of a variety of systematic 
techniques used to provide positive learning environments and maximize the potential of 
each athlete (NCACE, 2006). 
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Neuro-typical; mainstream; typical 
Refening to a population that does not have an intellectual disability. 
Proximity control 
A deliberate attempt, made by a coach, to decrease the physical distance between 
him/herself and an athlete. 
Special Olympics athlete 
"A person with an intellectual disability who trains in a Special Olympics sport and who 
competes at least once in that sport at a Special Olympics Games or competition at any 
level during the calendar year" (Special Olympics, 2011). 
Summary 
Due to a lack of research on coaches of non-typical teams, Special Olympics' 
coach education content is based on research of mainstream sports teams. Because there 
are significant differences between the mainstream and Special Olympics athlete 
populations, it is important to identify specific coaching practices to use when working 
with athletes who have intellectual disabilities. As research has shown that instruction is 
a commonly demonstrated behavior among notable mainstream coaches, investigation 
into instructional practices demonstrated by successful Special Olympics coaches should 
be conducted. 
Findings from this study may contribute to a sparse body of knowledge 
surrounding research-based instructional practices to use with athletes who have special 
needs. As coaches of mainstream sports teams have been the focus of an overwhelming 
majority of coaching research, studies like this one may bring attention to coaches of 
special needs teams. Additionally, findings from this study may also help coaches and 
athletes of Special Olympics teams be seen as "legitimate" sport participants by the larger 
sporting world, as they will be the subjects of an empirical research study. 
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Finally, this study may help Special Olympics and other school- and community-
based sport organizations improve their coach education materials, which may lead to 
more proficient coaches and subsequently, higher performing athletes. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
This review of literature introduces the reader to the following core concepts 
explored in the current research study: Special Olympics, competency-based assessment, 
instruction, intellectual disabilities and suggested instructional strategies, notable 
coaches, and previous data collection procedures used to evaluate coaching behaviors. 
Special Olympics 
The goal of Special Olympics is to provide "year-round sports training and 
athletic competition in a variety of Olympic-type sports for children and adults with 
intellectual disabilities ... " (Special Olympics, 2012b). According to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, intellectual disabilities are "characterized both by a 
significantly below-average score on a test of mental ability or intelligence and by 
limitations in the ability to function in areas of daily life, such as communication, self-
care, and getting along in social situations and school activities" (2005). Special 
Olympics defines "intellectual disability" based on the following three criteria ("Special 
Olympics," 2011): 
1. Intellectual functioning level (IQ) is below 70-75 
2. Significant limitations exist in two or more adaptive skill areas, such as self-care and 
safety awareness 
3. The condition manifests itself before the age of 18 
Special Olympics International supports programs in 170 countries, which 
collectively hold over 53,000 sport competitions for athletes with intellectual disabilities 
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every year (Special Olympics, 2011a). Special Olympics North America has active 
programs in every US state, including 32 sport offerings and 122 annual sport 
competitions in Massachusetts. Special Olympics Massachusetts currently supports 
12,168 athletes and 1,289 volunteer coaches (Special Olympics, 2012b). 
Special Olympics Massachusetts has geographically divided the state into three 
sections: the north section ( 110 Special Olympics local programs), south section (78 
Special Olympics local programs), and west section (70 Special Olympics local 
programs). Each section has dedicated Special Olympics administrative staff to manage 
programs and run independent qualifying tournaments prior to seasonal State Games. 
Special Olympics Massachusetts offers 27 sports over four sport seasons: winter, 
summer, August, and faiL A description of each sport season follows: 
Winter: The training season is December to March and includes Alpine Skiing, 
Basketball, Figure Skating, Floor Hockey, Nordic Skiing, Snowboarding, Speed Skating, 
and Ten Pin Bowling. 
Summer: The training season is March to June and includes Athletics (Track & 
Field), Aquatics, Gymnastics, Powerlifting, Roller-skating, Tennis, and Volleyball. 
August: The training season is June to August and includes Bocce, Cycling, 
Fishing, Golf, and SoftbalL 
Fall: The training season is August to November and includes Equestrian, 
Football, Cheerleading, and Soccer. 
Special Olympics athletes' levels of functioning range from very high (an athlete 
who lives independently, drives a car, works at a full-time job) to very low (an athlete 
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who has a severe and/or multiple disability, lives with guardians or at a 24-hour care 
facility). Athletes on Special Olympics teams may have communication disorders, 
processing delays, hearing or vision impairments, neuro-muscular limitations, or 
behavioral challenges. 
Prior to Special Olympics tournaments, teams go through a "divisioning" process 
to ensure appropriately matched teams and safe competition. The divisioning process has 
three steps, which include dividing the pool of teams entered for competition by (Special 
Olympics, 2003b): 
Gender: All-women's teams or all-men's teams will only compete against other 
single-sex teams. Mixed-sex teams will only compete against other mixed-sex teams. 
Age: Age groups are: 15 and under, 16-21, and 22 and over. A team's age level is 
determined by the oldest athlete on the team. For example, if a basketball team has 3 
athletes who are 17 years old, 4 athletes who are 19 years old, and 1 athlete who is 22 
years old, the team is placed in the "22 and over" division. 
Ability level: Individual athletes' ability levels are assessed by the coach early in 
the sport season using a standardized skills assessment test; results from this test yield a 
collective team ability level that is reported to Special Olympics. Teams are required to 
participate in a "preliminary seeding round" (known as the "qualifiers") halfway through 
the sport season, where teams compete against other teams of similar composition and 
ability level (as determined by Special Olympics). This process allows Special Olympics 
administrators to evaluate the "fit" of each team in their designated division before the 
State Games tournament at the end of the sport season. To prevent coaches from hiding 
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exceptionally skilled athletes from Special Olympics administrators during the 
divisioning process, all athletes who wish to compete in the State Games tournament 
must participate in the qualifying games. 
Official Special Olympics competitions (known as the "State Games") take place 
at the end of each sport season (winter, summer, August, fall) and teams compete for a 
first place (gold), second place (silver) or third place (bronze) medal. On average, teams 
compete in five competitions inside of a tournament-style bracket. The number of games 
played by each team is determined by the number of teams inside their division, which 
can sometimes include only three teams. As the number of teams inside a division can 
change from year to year, the difficulty level associated with winning a medal fluctuates. 
For this reason, a team's win/loss record at the State Games cannot be used as an official 
evaluation for team or coach success . 
Adhering to a commitment to provide "sound training" to volunteer coaches, 
Special Olympics has developed and implemented the Special Olympics Coach 
Education System (CES). "As Special Olympics has expanded and evolved over the 
years, it has become clearly evident that the key to offering quality training for Special 
Olympics athletes is the local coach. If coaches are educated in coaching methods and 
techniques, then the mission of Special Olympics in offering quality training and athletic 
competition is enhanced" (Special Olympics, 2005, pg. 7). According to a 2007 Special 
Olympics Massachusetts annual report, "Special Olympics' Coach Education System 
(CES) identifies basic standards and competencies necessary and essential for being a 
Special Olympics coach. Standardization of essential knowledge and coaching 
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proficiency adds credibility and consistency to the entire Special Olympics Coach 
Education System, worldwide." 
To become a certified Special Olympics Massachusetts (SOMA) head coach, 
volunteers must ("SOMA Coach Certification," 2011 b): 
• Complete an online Protective Behaviors course 
• Complete a "Coaching in SOMA" General Orientation course 
• Complete a sport specific coach course 
• Complete a specified practicum 
• Complete a Principles of Coaching Course 
• Maintain re-certification at least once every three years 
Competency-based assessment 
Two of the United States' largest community- and school-based coach education 
organizations, the American Sport Education Program (ASEP) and the National 
Federation of State High School Associations (NFHS) provide coach education courses 
and resources to over 19,000 national sport organizations, community sport 
organizations, school districts, colleges, and universities (ASEP, 2012; NFHS, 2012). To 
receive an ASEP or NFHS coaching certification, candidates must complete an online 
course and formative online assessment. After passing their online assessment, coaches 
are awarded the title of "certified coach." 
Evaluation methods like the summative assessment measures employed by ASEP 
and NFHS illustrate a deficiency in the coach education and assessment field. Explained 
by Cushion, Armour, and Jones (2003), this deficiency results from "separating the 
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theory from practice ... and deskilling the practitioner in terms of cognitive and human 
interaction" (pg. 219). Cushion et al. (2003) note: 
Although the knowledge base that coaches currently receive allows them to fit 
into sporting settings and transmit their subject matter, it could be considered to 
render them as unskilled workers. Hence, it can be argued that coach education 
courses, having been developed along rationalistic lines, currently do not develop 
what Jones (2000) describes as necessary, intellectual, and practical 
competencies, namely, independent and creative thinking skills in relation to 
meaning making and problem solving. (pg. 219) 
Certification criteria that solely require coaching candidates to recall 
administrative protocol and sport-specific knowledge ignore the highly complex social 
and environmental factors that impact coaching practice (Culver & Trudel, 2006). 
Coaching, like teaching, relies on an "educational relationship" between coaches and 
athletes that requires the coach to communicate his or her "target understanding" (the 
coach's interpretation of the lesson content) in a way that yields as much "personal 
understanding" (knowledge obtained by the athlete) among athletes as possible 
(Wikeley, F., & Bullock, K., 2006, pg. 18). Closing the gap between target and personal 
understanding is a consistent challenge among coaches. This challenge is compounded 
by situational contexts in which athletes interact, which bring about "socially constructed 
rules and expectations guiding behavior within the setting and, therefore, conditioning the 
ways in which [athletes] learn" (Wikeley, F., & Bullock, K., 2006, pg.19). Athletes' 
identity characteristics, such as age, race, socioeconomic status, and gender, also effect 
athletes' proclivity to learning, as do biological factors, like hearing or vision impairment 
and learning disability. 
In light of diverse social, identity, and biological factors affecting the ways in 
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which athletes learn and are taught, it becomes clear that "coaching, like teaching, is an 
inherently non-routine, problematic and complex endeavor ... [that is] primarily based 
on social interaction and power; and that, like teachers, the challenges that coaches face 
are partly localized and need to be addressed on the ground" (Jones, 2006, pg. 3). With 
situational context playing a critical role in coaching practice, it can be said that online 
formative assessments are incapable of accurately predicting how well a coaching 
candidate is prepared to bridge the gap between target understanding and personal 
learning. 
Similar to the deficiency noted in the coach education and assessment field, 
educational researchers have found that formative assessments, such as traditional 
multiple choice licensure exams, are not equipped to assess teaching candidates' abilities 
to interpret complicated events, problem solve, or work with populations who have 
unique learning needs. Furthermore, Darling-Hammond and Snyder (2000) suggest that 
formative assessments cannot evaluate teaching candidates' abilities to succeed inside the 
context of their school environments. Similar to the social, identity, and biological 
factors noted by Wikeley and Bullock (2006), Darling-Hammond and Snyder write: 
... contextualized teaching and learning is meant to underscore the fact that all 
teaching and all learning is shaped by the contexts in which they occur. These 
contexts are defined by the nature of the subject matter, the goals of instruction, 
the individual proclivities and understandings of learners and teachers , and the 
settings within which teaching and learning take place. {pg. 524) 
Recognizing the growing complexity of school-based educational relationships, 
Darling-Hammond and Snyder (2000) suggest that teacher preparation and assessment 
must evolve to reflect changing social dynamics in education. As increasing numbers of 
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classroom teachers work with diverse student populations who do not use identical "paths 
to understanding," teaching candidates must be prepared to employ a "wide range of 
teaching strategies that are activated by sophisticated judgments grounded in disciplined 
experimentation, insightful interpretation of (often ambiguous) events, and continuous 
reflection" (Darling-Hammond & Snyder, 2000, pg. 524). 
As a way to assess teaching candidates' readiness to apply teaching theory to 
practice, problem solve, and work with diverse student populations, Darling-Hammond 
and Snyder (2000) suggest pairing authentic assessments, such as competency 
demonstrations, with traditional formative assessments. The authors of the Fresno 
Assessment of Student Teachers agree with Darling-Hammond and Snyder; they note 
that "growing evidence indicates that performance assessments better evaluate 
instructional practices than ... traditional assessments and ... performance assessments 
can serve as valuable professional learning experiences" (Torgerson, Macy, Beare, and 
Tanner, 2009, pg. 63). Torgerson et al. (2000) go on to note that performance 
assessments, unlike formative assessments, allow for the evaluation of not only the end 
product of a task, but the process it took to get to the end product, as well. 
As the demands placed on coaches are highly contextualized and difficult to 
predict or replicate from environment to environment, it can be suggested that 
competency-based performance assessments, more than multiple-choice tests, can better 
evaluate coaches' preparedness to engage in educational relationships with their athletes. 
Furthermore, use of competency-based assessment provides direct evidence into coaching 
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competence, versus the "inferred evaluation" concluded by traditional formative 
assessments. 
Instruction 
Research has found that successful coaches excel in the area of instruction, a 
commonly neglected, critical component of coaching competence (Phillips, Carlisle, 
Steffen, & Stroot, 1986; Cassidy, Jones, & Potrac, 2004; Jones, 2006). Similarities 
between the coaching and teaching professions are numerous, as coaches assume 
pedagogical roles when instructing athletes in skill development, game play, decision 
making, and life skills (Jones, 2006). Because the professions of teaching and coaching 
share many common technical requirements (public speaking, managing groups, 
leadership, instruction), coaching literature has commonly referred to teaching literature 
to highlight and describe successful practices. In fact, coaching scholar John Lyle (2002) 
suggests that a relationship between teaching and coaching is one that should be 
championed for strategic development of the coaching profession, as there is a notable, 
continuing influence of teacher characteristics in evaluations of coaches. Cassidy, Jones, 
and Potrac (2004) support Lyle's claim, proposing that if coaches regard what they do as 
teaching, then "coaches would be in a better position to educate the whole person, since 
teachers are expected to develop the cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains of the 
children or people with whom they work" {pg. 32). 
While many agree that coaching roles often include instructive practices, few 
agree on what these practices include. During their 1975 study of John Wooden, 
Gallimore and Tharp (2004) characterized instruction in coaching as the way coaches tell 
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athletes what to do and how to do it. Expanding on Gallimore and Tharp's definition of 
instruction, Lacy and Darst (1985) defined coaching instruction as "verbal statements to 
the players referring to fundamentals or strategies of the game, which can come in the 
form of questioning, corrective feedback, direct statements, or statements of strategy" 
(pg. 258-259). Jones (2006) suggested that coaches exhibit pedagogic practices not only 
by teaching sport skills and tactics, but by engaging in reflective practices, thereby 
"cultivating an athlete's responsibility and creative engagement with game-related 
problems," and "generating greater fortitude in [the athletes] to cope with anxiety-related 
problems" (pg. 7). 
Echoing the evolving definitions and interpretations of sport coach instruction, the 
National Council for Accreditation of Coach education (2006) summarize their 
benchmarks for competent coaching instruction by stating: 
The coach must plan and implement organized practices so that athletes have a 
positive learning experience. In addition to understanding the fundamentals of the 
sport, the coach should use a variety of systematic instructional techniques to 
provide a positive learning environment and maximize the potential of each 
athlete. Furthermore, the coach needs to be aware of his or her own expectations 
of an athlete's potential and how it impacts athlete performance. (pg. 14) 
For the purpose of this study, instructive practices outlined in NCACE Domain 
Five will be used to guide the identification of teaching practices among Special 
Olympics Hall of Fame coaches. These practices are listed in Appendix B. 
Intellectual disabilities and suggested instructional strategies 
According to the 2004 Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 
intellectual disabilities are marked by" ... significantly subaverage general intellectual 
functioning, existing concurrently with deficits in adaptive behavior and manifested 
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during the developmental period, that adversely affects a child's educational 
performance." Citing criteria established by the American Association of Intellectual and 
Developmental Disabilities (2008), Special Olympics (2008) advocates use of the 
following indications to determine the presence of intellectual disability: "Intellectual 
functioning level (IQ) is below 70-75; significant limitations exist in two or more 
adaptive skill areas; and the condition manifests itself before the age of 18." Examples of 
specific diagnoses under the intellectual disability umbrella include Down Syndrome, 
Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, and Autism Spectrum Disorders. 
The following discussion introduces a sample of commonly reported challenges 
athletes with intellectual disabilities may have, as well as suggested instructional 
strategies from the education, special education, and adapted physical education fields. 
Commonly reported challenges 
Working memory is a common impairment associated with intellectual 
disabilities, adding a significant challenge to "remember[ing] events and us[ing] 
hindsight and foresight based on that memory" (Friend, 2008, pg. 175). When teaching 
atWetes who struggle with working memory, coaches may notice some athletes repeating 
mistakes, even after numerous corrections. Often misinterpreted as purposeful disregard 
for a coach's feedback, signs of working memory dysfunction are biologically-based and 
are not indicative of negative behavior choices made by the athlete (Vargas, Aores, & 
Beyer, 2012). 
Partly due to working memory impairments and corresponding executive function 
challenges, athletes with intellectual disabilities may exhibit decreased attention spans 
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(Beyer, Flores & Vargas-Tonsing, 2009; Vargas, Flores, & Beyer, 2012). Athletes' 
decreased attention spans are often indicative of a cognitive struggle to prioritize 
attention paid to sensory stimuli (i.e. a bird on the soccer field, the sound of the wind 
rustling leaves in a tree, the coach delivering instruction to a team, the taste of a sports 
drink). 
People with intellectual disabilities have also been noted to experience decreased 
metacognitive abilities (Friend, 2008). Metacognition, often referred to as "thinking 
about thinking," involves the ability to analyze "how new information being learned 
relates to other information already stored or how to apply that knowledge in a novel 
learning situation" (Friend, 2008, pg. 141). Struggles with metacognition may impact 
athletes' abilities to make connections between established knowledge and new 
information; as such, athletes with metacognitive deficits may be confused or made 
uncomfortable by sudden procedural or environmental changes. For example, an athlete 
with metacognitive challenges may have difficulty knowing when to employ newly-
learned technical or tactical skills during competitive game play. 
Similar to struggles with metacognition, athletes with intellectual disabilities may 
struggle to generalize knowledge. Generalization, "the ability to learn a task and then 
apply it in other situations," helps people apply new information to social, behavior, 
work, and academic settings (Friend, 2008, pg. 247). Coaches who work with athletes 
with intellectual disabilities may notice some athletes struggling to generalize technical 
and tactical concepts from one sport to another. For instance, some athletes with 
intellectual disabilities may not be able to generalize the concept of 'out of bounds' when 
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transitioning from a soccer to basketball season. Due to metacognitive and generalization 
challenges, people with intellectual disabilities may need more time than their neuro-
typical peers to interpret and process new information (Beyer, Flores & Vargas-Tonsing, 
2009). 
Language challenges are also commonly seen among people with intellectual 
disabilities. Coaches working with athletes who have intellectual disabilities may note 
some athletes struggling to process spoken or written instruction; interpret abstract 
concepts; and clearly express ideas (Friend, 2008). 
Athletes with intellectual disabilities may also exhibit decreased motivation to 
execute tasks independently (Friend, 2008). Decreased motivation may be a result of 
frequent feelings of frustration associated with being corrected by caretakers, or a 
reflection of learned helplessness from interacting in environments where peers and 
caretakers are eager to "help" the person with an intellectual disability. 
Coaches working with athletes who have intellectual disabilities may note 
behavior challenges among the athlete population. Athletes with intellectual disabilities 
may exhibit biologically-based behavior challenges, such as compulsive eating or self-
injurious behaviors (Friend, 2008). Other behavior challenges, such as those that result 
from difficulty with working memory and generalization, include speaking out of tum , 
demonstrations of anger or poor sportsmanship, and failure to pay attention during 
instruction delivery. 
Motor skill deficiencies may be present in people with intellectual disabilities, 
specifically in the areas of peripheral perception, depth perception, and spatial awareness 
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(Beyer, Flores & Vargas-Tonsing, 2009). Often a secondary symptom of intellectual 
disability, motor skill deficits have been attributed to a "lack of initial acquisition" 
resulting from information processing delays or attention deficits (Beyer, Flores & 
Vargas-Tonsing, 2009, pg. 10). 
Aside from deficits stemming from impaired cognition, athletes with intellectual 
disabilities may have co-morbid conditions that include physical impairments such as: 
vision and hearing deficits, cardiac conditions, neurological and neuromuscular disorders, 
and musculoskeletal deformities (Friend, 2008). 
An overview of recommended instructional strategies follows: 
Setting athletes up for success 
Providing athletes with an environment of success involves structuring instruction 
delivery and content reinforcement to work with athletes' learning needs. For instance, 
Depauw and Gavron (1995) suggest simplifying instruction delivery to work with 
shortened attention spans. Environments of success also limit environmental distractions 
by keeping practice equipment organized and out of view during instruction delivery. 
To help athletes with communication challenges, coaches can provide white 
boards to athletes who may struggle to express thoughts and questions (Sherlock-
Shangraw, 2013). Asking an athlete to write the word they are trying to say; draw a 
diagram of their question; or draw a picture of how they are feeling are good ways to 
bridge verbal communication gaps. Coaches can also use other visual strategies to help 
athletes communicate, such as asking athletes to use emotion, behavior, or action cards 
commonly known as 'PECS,' or a Picture Exchange Communication System (Kravits, 
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Kamps, Kemmerer, & Potucek, 2002). Several PEC apps are now available for iPhone 
and iPad use. 
To provide content that "speaks" to kinesthetic, visual, and auditory learning 
styles, coaches can differentiate instruction. For instance, after a coach verbally explains 
how to perform a dribbling drill (auditory), she can demonstrate it (visual). Coaches can 
also "distribute handouts at the end of practice to support athletes who learn best by 
reading; who need extra time to process information; or to help athletes who missed 
information during practice. Handouts should include: summaries of covered skills and 
their steps, cue words and relevant vocabulary words used in practice, and clearly labeled 
diagrams for new drills or plays" (Sherlock-Shangraw, 2013). 
Sport can be made more accessible for athletes with severe intellectual or physical 
disabilities by modifying athletes' activities and the physical environment. 
Environmental modifications include altering "the dimensions or size of the playing area, 
the surface texture, the noise level, and even lighting" (Menear & Davis, 2007, pg. 38). 
Activities performed during practice can be modified to alter performance goals and/or 
the size, shape, and color of equipment. Implementing task and environmental 
modifications with athletes' input can help athletes feel like autonomous decision-
makers. 
Assigning leadership roles to athletes, such as team captain or stretching leader, 
can help athletes feel empowered and motivated (Beyer, Flores & Vargas-Tonsing, 
2009). Developing a number of team-based leadership roles that go through an annual 
(weekly or monthly) rotation can make the benefits of leadership more widespread. 
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Creating a predictable environment 
Routines are critical elements of success for athletes who thrive on structure and 
predictability. Vargas, Flores & Beyer (2012) note: 
For activities that will occur often or regularly, coaches should establish a routine, 
or set of tasks that will be complemented in a particular manner and order each 
time ... routines are used throughout the practice session to establish a secure and 
predictable learning environment during stretching, drill organization, water 
breaks, and closing activities. (pg. 33) 
As athletes may be "anxious about situations that are unfamiliar, unknown, or 
perceived as difficult," beginning practice by clearly stating objectives can help reduce 
athletes' anxiety about what the practice will entail, as well as help athletes know where 
to focus their focus their attention (Beyer, Flores &Vargas-Tonsing, 2009, pg. 11). 
Beyer, Flores &Vargas-Tonsing (2009) note that "beginning a practice session by 
providing an overview of practice activities and the order in which they will occur 
provides structure and predictability and allows athletes to relax and be more engaged" 
(pg. 11). Taking steps to reduce anxiety caused from the unknown is important, as 
anxiety can lead to athletes' inattention, demotivation, and behavior challenges. 
Instruction delivery 
"Proximity control involves physically positioning one's self close to another 
person. As a preventative strategy, coaches should position themselves close to their 
teams while giving instructions" (Vargas, Flores & Beyer, 2012, pg. 33). By positioning 
themselves close to the team or athlete receiving instruction, coaches can help athletes 
maintain attention, as well as hear and see them better, which may help some athletes 
process new information more efficiently (Beyer, Flores & Vargas-Tonsing, 2009). 
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Before delivering instruction, coaches should ensure athletes' attention has been 
activated in order to facilitate athletes' successful conceptual and motor skill acquisition 
(Beyer, Flores & Vargas-Tonsing, 2009). Asking for eye contact is one recommended 
strategy to activate attention, as is asking athletes to put a finger on their nose or three 
fingers in the air when they are ready to listen. Coaches can also randomly ask athletes to 
repeat back content that has just been stated in order to assess attention states; this 
technique should be employed with individual athletes randomly so they do not know 
when they will be called on (Beyer et al., 2009). 
By weaving athletes' interests into instruction delivery and practice drills, 
athletes' attention will be piqued and they will feel more motivated to learn (Sherlock-
Shangraw, 2013). Depending on how athletes' interests are incorporated into instruction, 
the process of generalization may also be encouraged. For example, if a softball coach 
wants to tap into her athletes' interests to help them generalize knowledge, she may 
introduce a lesson on batting stances by asking, "who here can show me how David Ortiz 
stands when he's ready to hit the ball?" This question, as well as the line of thinking it 
encourages, helps athletes make connections between the way one of their favorite 
baseball players stands in the batter's box, and the way they should be standing in the 
batter's box. 
Encouraging athletes to maintain attention during instruction delivery, coach and 
athlete demonstrations can also help athletes visualize what skills and drills look like 
before they being to practice them (Beyer, Flores, & Vargas-Tonsing, 2009). 
Additionally, Depauw and Gavron (1995) recommend breaking complex tasks into a 
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series of smaller steps ( chunking) for athletes to master before asking athletes to string 
the steps together to perform the complete task (chaining). The chunking and chaining 
technique can reduce confusion; can help athletes commit steps of skills to memory; and 
can help athletes understand that many larger skills, when broken down, have similarities. 
To help athletes who struggle with generalizing and metacognition, coaches can 
explicitly make connections between various technical and tactical skills or skill 
elements. Coaches can also challenge athletes to make generalizations themselves by 
asking open-ended questions like, "Right now we are in a defensive stance. What other 
sport uses a defensive stance like this one?" Calling on athletes' prior knowledge can 
"increase athletes' confidence and skill transfer with learning new technical or tactical 
skills" (Sherlock-Shangraw, 2013). 
Quick cue words can serve as efficient reminders to athletes about skills or 
behaviors (Beyer, Flores & Vargas-Tonsing, 2009). Cue words can be used by the coach 
to highlight steps of multistep skills during skill acquisition, which can then in turn 
facilitate comprehensive information processing. Cue words should be explicitly 
identified during instruction delivery, and coaches should employ them with consistency 
(Sherlock-Shangraw, 2013). 
Proactive behavior management 
Behavior modification plans that foster a positive learning environment must 
consider the athletes, environment, and tasks. Recommended by Lavay, French & 
Henderson (2007), three behavior management approaches are (pg. 47): 
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Behavioral approach: this approach is based off the principles of operant conditioning 
and follows the antecedent-behavior-consequence approach to behavior modification. 
Humanistic approach: this approach tasks the coach with discovering the "underlying 
psychosocial causes" of undesirable behaviors. After identifying causes of behavior, the 
focus of the approach is then "the development of self-concept, positive interpersonal 
relationships, intrinsic motivation, personal and social responsibility, and other qualities 
of good character." 
Biophysical approach: this approach focuses on biological factors that may contribute to 
misbehavior, and employs techniques like relaxation training and biofeedback to address 
undesirable behaviors. 
Because athletes with intellectual disabilities may feel like they are given 
overwhelming amounts of corrections or feedback throughout their work or school days, 
coaches may find that athletes are tenuous about taking appropriate risks or exerting 
effort into a task (Friend, 2008; Sherlock-Shangraw, 2013). Athletes who fear risk-taking 
or exerting effort may demonstrate avoidance behaviors by acting out or drawing 
negative attention to themselves. To combat this, coaches can give frequent praise and 
motivation to athletes every time they attempt a new skill or perform a skill correctly. 
Beyer, Aores & Vargas-Tonsing (2009) suggest that "providing positive verbal or 
non-verbal praise to another athlete who is complying with [team ru1es] or providing 
positive reinforcement to another athlete that is doing what you asked can be enough to 
encourage on-task choices" (pg. 12). When coaches praise athletes' correct 
demonstrations of motor skills, tactical decision-making, and behavior choices, 
46 
surrounding peers will be more likely to replicate the positive behavior so that they, too, 
are eligible to receive praise. 
Basic Needs Theory 
A sub-theory of Self-Determination Theory (SDT), Basic Needs Theory (BNT) 
examines the ways social-environmental factors interact with athletes' physiological and 
psychological well-being. Aligning with NCACE (2006) Domain Five standards 19 
("provide a positive learning environment that is appropriate to the characteristics of the 
athletes and goals of the program") and 26 ("demonstrate and utilize appropriate and 
effective motivational techniques to enhance athlete performance and satisfaction"), 
Basic Needs Theory identifies three basic psychological needs that are sources of 
peoples' perceived happiness, success, and motivation. These basic needs are: the need 
for autonomy, the need for competence, and the need for relatedness. The need for 
autonomy is met by experiencing the feeling of choice and the feeling of being in control 
of one's actions; the need for competence is fulfilled by feeling a sense of mastery 
through interactions within the environment; and the need for relatedness is met by a 
feeling that one is connected to, and understood by, the people around them. Figure 1 
provides a summary of the three basic psychological needs comprising BNT. 
FIGURE 1 
Basic needs comprising Basic Needs Theory (Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2008) 
Autonomy Competence Relatedness 
The need for autonomy is The need for competence is The need for relatedness is 
met by experiencing the fulfilled by feeling a sense met by a feeling that one is 
feeling of choice and the of mastery through connected to, and 
feeling of being in control interactions within the understood by, the people 
of one's actions environment around them. 
47 
According to BNT, athletes' perceptions of their basic needs satisfaction "will directly 
predict variations in indices of psychological and physical well-being," as well as 
motivation and comfort in the learning environment (Reinboth & Duda, 2006, pg. 270; 
Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
Contemporary sport-psychology and coaching science research has spent 
considerable time investigating the ways in which coaches foster athletes' autonomy, 
known as 'autonomy support' (Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2008; Banack, Sabiston, & 
Bloom, 2011). Characterized by an authority demonstrating empathy towards 
subordinates' thoughts, feelings, and circumstances, autonomy support has been shown to 
encourage choice and decision-making among athletes, as well as "facilitate the needs for 
competence and relatedness" (Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2008, pg. 190). Coaches who 
exercise autonomy-supportive coaching have been noted to have athletes who experience 
"more self-determined forms of motivation" in studies of male and female adolescent 
athletes, as well as high school, college, and Olympic-level athletes (Banack, Sabiston, & 
Bloom, 2011, pg. 723). Defined by Banack, Sabiston, & Bloom (2011), autonomy-
supportive coaching is marked by the following characteristics (pg. 723): 
1. providing athletes with choice 
2. giving opportunities for initiative-taking 
3. using a democratic leadership style 
4. giving a rationale for their actions 
5. showing concern for the athlete both on and off the field 
6. giving constructive feedback 
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7. fostering a task-oriented spmt environment 
An important "social environmental factor assumed to nurture the fundamental 
needs" of athletes, the motivational climate established by the coach can directly impact 
athletes' stress-responses, reported enjoyment and feelings of self-efficacy in sport 
settings" (Reinboth & Duda, 2006, pg. 270; Ryan & Deci, 2000, pg. 270). Reinboth and 
Duda (2006) distinguish coaches' creation of motivational sport environments in terms of 
ego-involving or task-involving climates. Ego-involving task structures are performance 
and outcome-oriented environments and are characterized by "interpersonal competition, 
social comparison, and public evaluation" (Reinboth & Duba, 2006, pg. 270). 
Alternatively, a task-involving climate allows athletes to focus on mastery of skills, 
versus superior demonstration of ability. Task-involving climates are marked by "task 
mastery, learning, effort exertion and improvement" (Reinboth & Duba, 2006, pg. 271). 
Inside of task-involving sport environments, competence is realized as a self-actualized 
reference, versus a comparison to peers. When the perception of competence is self-
involved, the athlete is able to feel more in control of their achievement, which may lead 
to an increase in feelings of autonomy (Reinboth & Duba, 2006). 
The need for relatedness is also supported by task-oriented sport environments, as 
team-work and co-operation are critical indicators of a task-oriented environment. In 
contrast, ego-oriented sport environments encourage inter-athlete comparison and 
competition, which is hypothesized to create feelings of divisiveness, versus relatedness, 
among teammates. 
In sport settings, coaches are often the most influential and highly-regarded 
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contact available to athletes. Therefore, sport psychologists investigating basic need 
satisfaction in sport have emphasized the role coaches play in creating social and learning 
environments that foster athletes' needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
(Reinboth & Duba, 2006; Banack, Sabiston, & Bloom, 2011). Directly influencing 
athletes' physical and psychological well-beings through the creation of social 
environments in sport contexts, coaches are critical figures to examine when investigating 
BNT in sport (Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2008, pg. 189). 
While the basic needs outlined in BNT are assumed to be universal among all 
people, it is hypothesized that the degree to which athletes require social environments 
supporting autonomy, competence and relatedness may vary by culture (Ryan and Deci, 
2000), degree of lifespan development (Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2008), and disability 
status (Banack, Sabiston, & Bloom, 2011). For instance, the degree of autonomy support 
given by the coach of a Little League team may vary from the coach of a professional 
baseball team. Similarly, the coach of an elite Paralympics team may encounter different 
basic needs requirements among athletes versus a coach working with a mainstream 
middle school team. To this end, it can be suggested that the degrees and means to which 
coaches of Special Olympics teams foster their athletes' basic needs may differ from their 
counterparts in the neuro-typical sport realm. 
While the relationship between basic psychological needs of neuro-typical 
athletes and sport involvement has been studied extensively, little research has 
investigated the role of sport participation on the self-concept and perceived competency 
of people with intellectual disabilities (Weiss, Diamond, Demark, & Lovald, 2003). 
50 
Though several surveys of Special Olympics parents and developmental disability experts 
have yielded support for the connection between sport involvement and athletes' needs 
satisfaction, little empirical research has been done to triangulate these findings. 
Notable coaches 
While most commonly recognized for their associations with successful athletes, 
the myriad of skills demonstrated by notable coaches is often overlooked and under-
appreciated. While the coaching profession struggles to decode the expert mystique, it 
works to resist stereotypes and unfounded assumptions of what successful practitioners 
should look like. Similar to teachers, the label of "master" is too-often applied 
prematurely and erroneously in the coaching profession. Coaches are commonly labeled 
as "masters" by laymen based solely on win/loss records, elite playing experience, or 
proficiency at speaking the technical and tactical language of their sport. 
Coaching research has yet to agree on a theoretical framework that explains 
"which factors are most important in the coaching process and which relationships among 
these factors are most significant" (Baria, Cote, Russell, Salmela, & Trudel, 1995, pg. 1). 
In their search for a definition of coaching excellence, Cote, Young, North, & Duffy 
(2007) suggest that "a definition of coaching excellence should be multifaceted in order 
to reflect the highly variable roles that a sport coach assumes ... "and should describe 
competencies used to successfully interact and communicate with athletes (pg. 4). 
In selecting notable coaches for research samples, past research (i.e. Cregan, 
Bloom, & Ried, 2007), has identified successful coaches as having notable education 
and/or playing experience in sport; having superior organizational skills; applying life 
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experiences to sport-specific situations; and exhibiting a dedicated work ethic. Werthner 
and Trudel (2006) support the importance of education in developing successful coaches 
and suggest that expert coaches, more than their colleagues, seek out continuing 
education opportunities to further develop their skills and knowledge base. 
In a research study examining the ways master football coaches develop team 
confidence, McCarthy (2004) identified notable coaches as those who were head coaches 
of collegiate or professional programs; were head coaches for at least ten years; lead a 
winning program in three or more locations, or lead a winning program in one location 
for many years. Employing participant selection criteria similar to McCarthy's when 
investigating mistake contingent strategies among elite high school football coaches, 
Ricciuti (2009) identified notable coaches as those who had winning records and had 
been coaching for ten or more years. 
In their 2009 study examining correlations between coaching knowledge and 
success, Bloom and Carter suggest the following selection criteria for purposeful 
recruitment of successful coaches: coaches must have accumulated at least five years of 
experience as a head coach; coaches must have an overall winning percentage of .500 
while in a head coach position; and coaches must be recommended by their peers as 
highly successful coaches. 
Differing slightly from criteria established by Bloom and Carter (2009), Baria, 
Cote, Russell, Salmela, & Trudel (1995) defined the following qualifications for highly 
successful coaches in their Canadian study of expert gymnastic coaches: a minimum of 
10 years coaching experience; personal experience as a gymnastics athlete; successful 
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development of at least one International and two National level gymnasts; and 
recognition by Canada's national coach as a superior coaching practitioner. While 
Bloom and Carter (2009) and Baria, Cote, Russell, Salmela, & Trudel (1995) differ in 
how they define parameters for identifying notable coaches, they agree that time spent 
coaching is an important factor to consider. Additionally, these studies agree that 
recognition by peers is important criterion to consider when identifying notable coaches. 
As the competition structure of Special Olympics does not lend itself to 
evaluating coach success through win/loss records, notable coaches in the current study 
will be identified as those who have been inducted into the Massachusetts Special 
Olympics Hall of Fame. The Massachusetts Special Olympics Hall of Fame honors 
coaches, volunteers, athletes, sponsors, and families who have "helped Special Olympics 
Massachusetts achieve the highest quality events" and serves as a "lasting tribute to 
acknowledge the exemplary dedication, achievement, and commitment these individuals 
have for the Massachusetts Special Olympics program" (M. Dove, personal 
communication, August 19, 2011). Hall of Fame recipients have been judged by their 
peers as being the "best of the best." 
To be nominated to the Massachusetts Special Olympics Coaches' Hall of Fame, 
coaches must meet the following criteria: 
1. The Coach must have coached in one or more Special Olympics Massachusetts sports 
for a minimum of five years. 
2. The Coach nominated to the Hall of Fame should have created and implemented a 
successful outreach strategy that has consistently brought new athletes into the Special 
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Olympics program. 
3. The Coach has continuously provided quality opportunities for training and 
competition. 
4. The Coach is a positive role model and mentor to the athletes he or she coaches. 
5. The Coach is an advocate and spokesperson for the sport(s) he or she coaches and for 
Special Olympics Massachusetts. 
6. The Coach must adhere to the Coaches' Code of Conduct and must not have been 
suspended from SOMA at any time. 
Following peer nominations, a final candidate for Hall of Fame induction is 
chosen by a secret committee of Special Olympics administrators, athletes, families, and 
coaches. Hall of Fame requirements for time spent coaching and peer recommendation 
correspond with currently employed methods used to determine successful practitioners 
(i.e. Baria, Cote, Russell, Salmela, & Trudel, 1995; Bloom and Carter, 2009). 
Previous data collection procedures used to evaluate coaching behaviors 
Observation, a methodology commonly used during descriptive analytic studies, 
has been widely used as a way to identify coaching practices among notable, non-elite 
and elite coaches (Lacy & Darst, 1985; Claxton, 1988; Becker & Wrisberg, 2008; 
Segrave & Ciancio, 1990; Bloom, Crumpton, & Anderson, 1999; Gallimore & Tharp, 
2004; Lacy & Goldston, 1990). In their study examining successful high school 
basketball coaches through observation, Lacy and Goldston (1990) state: "Before a 
behavioral model for effective coaching can be theorized, descriptive analytic studies 
should be completed to form a database of information about coaching behaviors" (para. 
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3). Supporting their study's observation of notable high school football coaches, Lacy 
and Darst (1985) note, "It would be beneficial to teachers and coaches if ... 
observational research were to be focused on the behaviors of winning coaches. The use 
of ... observation instruments enables researchers to report objective findings on the 
behavior of coaches" (pg. 256). 
In a 1975 study examining the coaching behaviors of famed collegiate basketbal1 
coach John Wooden, Gallimore and Tharp observed Wooden during afternoon practices 
in the 1974-1975 season. Researchers recorded observation notes using event recording 
procedures and later coded data using an established list of categories containing targeted 
coaching behaviors. Descriptive notes were also taken and were used to bolster 
assertions made about Wooden's discrete coaching behaviors. Results from the 
Gallimore and Tharp study found that Wooden demonstrated 2,326 acts of instruction 
during 30 hours of coaching, totaling over 50% of the total observed behaviors (2004, pg. 
121-122). During this study, Gallimore and Tharp defined instructive practices as 
instances when Wooden would tell athletes "what to do and how to do it." Other 
coaching behaviors demonstrated by Wooden, such as modeling, praises, and "Woodens" 
(a specific feedback approach demonstrated by coach Wooden), were given their own 
categories separate from "instruction." 
Similar to the findings of Gallimore and Tharp's 1975 study of Wooden, Becker 
and Wrisberg (2008) studied the coaching behaviors of Pat Summitt using the Arizona 
State University Observation Instrument (ASUOI) as a data collection tool. The ASUOI 
examines coaching practices in three "general" coaching behaviors, including instruction. 
55 
Instructive practices identified in the ASUOI include: pre-instruction, concurrent 
instruction, post-instruction, questioning, manual manipulation, positive modeling, and 
negative modeling (Lacy & Darst, 1984). It is of note that, contrasting the 1975 
Gallimore and Tharp study, modeling is included as an instructional behavior on the 
ASUOI. Summitt, the winningest collegiate basketball coach in history, was observed 
six times during her 2004-2005 season. Of the 3,296 coaching behaviors recorded by 
Becker and Wrisberg, instruction was found to be the most frequently occurring behavior 
(1,586 occurrences: 48%) (2008). 
Employing research methodology similar to the 1975 study of Wooden, Segrave 
and Ciancio (1990) identified coaching behaviors of a successful Pop Warner football 
coach using the Coaching Behavior Recording Form (CBRF). The CBRF identifies 13 
coaching behaviors, including "instruction." For the purposes of this football-related 
study, the CBRF defined instruction as, "verbal statements about what to do, or how to do 
it, statements on the fundamentals of blocking, tackling or strategy" (pg. 297). Segrave 
and Ciancio (1990) observed 488 instructive behaviors (out of 1449 total behaviors; 
33.68%), making "instruction" the most commonly demonstrated coaching behavior 
exhibited by the coach. Similar to the observation tool devised by Gallimore and Tharp 
(1975), modeling was placed in a category separate from instruction. 
Based on the 1975 analysis of Wooden's coaching behaviors, Bloom, Crumpton, 
and Anderson (1999) conducted a study of Fresno State men's basketball coach Jerry 
Tarkanian (990-228 career coaching record) using a Revised Coaching Behavior 
Recording Form (RCBR), which was created specifically for the observation of 
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Tarkanian. The Revised Coaching Behavior Recording Form contains 12 behavior 
categories, including technical instruction, tactical instruction, and general instructions. 
Similar to Gallimore and Tharp's (1975) observation instrument, the RCBR separates 
modeling from instruction categories. Bloom et al. (1999) found that tactical instructions 
(29% of behavior occurrences), technical instructions (13.9% of behavior occurrences), 
and general instructions (12% of behavior occurrences) accounted for 54.9% of all 
recorded coaching behaviors observed during practices throughout the 1996-1997 regular 
season. 
Interviews can provide researchers with opportunities to gain personal insight into 
the thought processes of coaches. During his off-seasons, John Wooden was a scholar of 
his sport and took on "research projects .. . about particular areas of basketball, such as 
rebounding, free-throw shooting, etc. Besides library searching and reading, he also 
surveyed and interviewed successful coaches and players in an attempt to distill out 
effective principles to be adapted into the program at UCLA" (Gallimore and Tharp, 
2004, pg. 127). In their 1999 study examining the coaching behaviors of an expert 
basketball coach, Bloom, Anderson, and Crumpton used interviews as a way to member-
check data collected during observations. 
Audio taping coaches with a wireless lapel microphone during team practices 
provides researchers with an opportunity to match observations of behavior with 
dialogue. Having a transcript of coaches' verbal instructions, statements, and feedback 
also provides an opportunity to perform discursive analysis on coaches' dialogue. During 
Becker and Wrisberg's 2008 analysis of Pat Summitt, researchers asked Summitt to wear 
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a wireless lapel microphone "to ensure that all of her verbal communication was 




The purpose of this study was to identify instructional practices demonstrated by 
Massachusetts Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches. Specifically, the study aimed to 
discover what instructional practices were most commonly used among study 
participants; what these instructional practices looked like; and what instructional 
practices may have supported a positive learning climate. A second purpose of this study 
was to use the NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrument (DFOI) to collect 
data on study participants' instructional practices. 
Using the Domain Five Observation Instrument (v.2), the researcher collected 
quantitative and qualitative data about study pmticipants' exhibited instructional 
behaviors during three observed Special Olympics sport practices. Five of the eight study 
participants agreed to be audio-recorded during their practice observations. Following 
each coach's third practice observation, interviews were conducted to gain insight into 
demonstrated instructional practices. Five of the eight coach interviews were audio-
recorded. 
The following methodological components of the current research study are 
described in this chapter: participants, instrumentation, quantitative and qualitative data 
collection procedures, and quantitative and qualitative data analysis procedures. 
Participants 
Study participants (n = 8, 50% women, 50% men), were practicing coaches 
inducted into the Massachusetts Special Olympics Hall of Fame and worked with Special 
Olympics teams representing five sports: basketball (n = 3), volleyball (n = 1), 
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gymnastics (n = 1), aquatics (n = 2), and track and field (n = 1). The sample included 
coaches from each Massachusetts Special Olympics geographical region: the west section 
(n = 3), south section (n = 2), and north section (n = 3). Participants' total years spent 
coaching Special Olympics teams ranged from 8 to 30 years, totaling a combined 177 
years. The mean of participants' total years spent coaching was 22 years, and the mode 
was 30 years. A summary of participant demographics can be found in table 1. Four of 
the participants reported having a sibling or child with an intellectual disability and three 
participants reported working with children who have intellectual disabilities in their 
professional lives (e.g. special education paraprofessional, adapted sport specialist). All 
coaches reported they had taken Massachusetts Special Olympics' required coach 
education classes. 
TABLE 1 
Demographic summary of study participants 
Gender Male:4 Female: 4 
Regional Section West: 3 South: 2 North: 3 
Years Spent Coaching Combined: 177 Range: 8-30 Mean: 22 Mode:30 
Special Olympics Teams 
Observed Sports Coached Basketball: 3 Volleyball: 1 Gymnastics: 1 Track & Field: 1 Aquatics: 2 
Team Type Team: 4 Aquatics: 2 Co-acting: 2 
To protect participants' anonymity, the Special Olympics regional section in 
which participants coached and the exact number of years participants have spent 
coaching Special Olympics teams is not directly connected to data reported in the Results 
chapter of this research study. Instead, coaches are identified by a participant 
identification number, their gender, and sport coached (see table 2). 
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TABLE2 
Participant identification numbers, gender, 
and sport coached 
Participant ID # Gender Sport Coached 
Coach#1 Male Basketball 
Coach#2 Male Basketball 
Coach #3 Female Basketball 
Coach#4 Male Volleyball 
Coach#S Female Gymnastics 
Coach#6 Female Track and Field 
Coach#7 Female Aquatics 
Coach#8 Male Aquatics 
Data collection instruments 
Three data collection instruments were used in this study: 
I. The NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrument (v.2) (see Appendix E) 
2. The demographic information record chart (see Appendix H) 
3. The interview guide for coaches (see Appendix G) 
NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrument (DFOI) (v.2) 
While NCACE guidelines are intended to be used as standards by which coaches' 
behaviors can be assessed, assessment tools have not yet been developed to use with 
NCACE standards. As a result, the researcher developed the NCACE (2006) Domain 
Five Observation Instrument (DFOI) for the purpose of quantifying and describing 
instructional practices targeted for identification in this research study. 
Development of the DFOI was inspired by Lacy and Darst's (1984) Arizona State 
Observation Instrument (ASUOI), the pioneering competency-based observation 
instrument used by researchers studying the behaviors of sport coaches. In creating the 
ASUOI, Lacy and Darst (1984) reviewed data collection instruments that had previously 
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been used to record and quantify instances of discrete coaching behaviors using event-
recording procedures. During their review of previous studies, Lacy and Darst (1984) 
found that many researchers had based behavior categories listed on their observation 
instruments on categories examined in Gallimore and Tharp's (1976) study of John 
Wooden. Subsequently, the 14 behavior categories included on the ASUOI are very 
similar to those behaviors examined during Gallimore and Tharp's (1976) study of John 
Wooden. Data recording procedures for the ASUOI include event-recording instances of 
observed discrete behaviors during a pre-determined amount of time. 
Based on instructional behaviors identified in Domain Five of the NCACE 
standards (see Appendix B), the DFOI (v.2) was used to quantify anddescribe 
instructional behaviors observed among study participants. The DFOI (v .2) includes 13 
behavior categories that encompass 38 observable instructional benchmarks cited in 
Domain Five of the 2006 NCACE standards (Appendix D). The 13 behavior categories 
include 10 discrete instructional behaviors and 3 timed instructional behaviors (see table 
3), with each targeted instructional behavior supported and defined by at least one 
NCACE Domain Five teaching standard (Appendix C). 
Page one of the DFOI (v.2) has three columns in which data are collected. 
Column one is a tally column, where observed instances of targeted behavior are tallied 
using event-recording procedures. Column two is a "description" column, where 
qualitative notes are recorded to describe what targeted behaviors look like and/or how 
the behaviors are used in practice. Column three is a "time-stamp" column, where time-
stamps are recorded to help the researcher later connect subjects' recorded dialogue to 
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observed behaviors, and determine the duration of timed instructional behaviors. In 
addition to recording information about discrete instructional behaviors, page one of the 
DFOI (v .2) asks the researcher to record the number of staff and athletes present at the 
practice. 
Page two of the DFOI (v .2) asks the researcher to record field notes regarding 
equipment and practice space organization, the grouping of athletes, and ways observed 
instructional practices may support a positive learning environment. The three 
psychological needs identified in Basic Needs Theory will be used in the present study as 
a theoretical framework from which instructional behaviors that may contribute to 
positive learning climates can be identified. Space for "other" observations is also 
provided at the bottom of the field notes page. 
DFOI (v.l) pilot test 
Before using the DFOI (v .2) to collect data for this research study, the researcher 
performed two pilot tests using the first version of instrument. The pilot tests were 
conducted to see if the instructional behavior category list was complete; to see if the 
structure of the instrument allowed for optimal data collection; and to give the researcher 
practice using the instrument (Bloom, Crumpton, & Anderson, 1999). 
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TABLE3 
Instructional behavior categories listed in the Domain Five Observation 
Instrument (v .2) and their definitions 
Instructional behavior Def"mition 
category 
Attention Verbal and nonverbal methods used to elicit 
(discrete behavior) athletes' attention prior to delivering instruction or 
feedback 
Understanding Assessment measures employed to gauge athletes' 
(discrete behavior) comprehension of information 
Encouragement Verbal and nonverbal methods used to motivate 
(discrete behavior) athletes, praise effort, and praise achievement 
Positive corrections Verbal and nonverbal communications to athletes 
(discrete behavior) requesting corrections to behaviors or technical and 
tactical skills that are delivered in supportive, 
motivating ways 
Negative corrections Verbal and nonverbal communications to athletes 
(discrete behavior) requesting corrections to behaviors or technical and 
tactical skills that are delivered as punishment or 
result in athletes' demotivation 
Rewards Intrinsic or extrinsic rewards used to promote 
(discrete behavior) motivation,perlorrnance,andlearning 
Peer demonstration Requests for athletes to perform skills or drills in 
(discrete behavior) front of their teammates 
Games-based learning Use of a games approach to reinforcing sport-
(discrete behavior) specific technical and tactical knowledge 
Tactical and technical cues Short verbal and nonverbal phrases or actions that 
(discrete behavior) remind the athlete of important elements of 
technical or tactical skills 
Differentiated instruction Use of multiple teaching strategies in order to 
(discrete behavior) support a range of learning styles (i.e. kinesthetic, 
verbal, visual, and auditory) 
Settling time Time given to athletes to rest their bodies and 
(timed instructional behavior) minds 
Activity wait time The amount of time athletes wait to participate in 
(timed instructional behavior) drills or activities, either in line or during activity 
transitions 
Instruction delivery talk time The amount of time a coach spends addressing 
(timed instructional behavior) athletes en masse when delivering instruction 
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Subjects for the pilot tests were one basketball coach of a neuro-typical high school team 
and one basketball coach of a Special Olympics team. The Special Olympics coach was 
not eligible for participation in this research study. Both pilot test participants gave the 
researcher permission to trial the DFOI (v .1) at one of their practices. Pilot test 
participants were not audio-recorded, and data collected from their observations did not 
contribute to the results of this study. 
DFOI (v .1) pilot tests highlighted a need for two modifications to the observation 
instrument. First, it was noted that talk time duration, an instructional behavior not 
included on the first version of the DFOI, were consistently noted in an "Other" field on 
page one of the observation instrument. Consequently, the researcher removed the 
"Other" behavior field on page one of the DFOI (v.l) and added an "instruction delivery 
talk time" field, which became the third timed instructional behavior on page one of the 
DFOI (v .2) ("settling time" and "activity wait time" were timed instructional behaviors 
already present on page one of the first version of the DFOI). 
The second modification to the first version of the DFOI was increasing the width 
of column "A," the discrete behavior event recording column. Version one of the DFOI 
did not take into consideration the possibility of study participants demonstrating an 
excess of fifty instances of a single instmctional behavior during one practice 
observation. As such, column "A" was found to be too small for the researcher to 
quickly and clearly record a high number to tick marks. 
The above-stated modifications were made to the DFOI (v.l), which subsequently 
yielded the DFOI (v .2). 
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Demographic information record chart 
The demographic information record chart (Appendix H) was used to collect 
demographic information about study participants. The demographic information record 
chart collected data on the following demographic information: 
1. The Special Olympics-determined geographical section of each coaches' team 
2. Previous coach education each coach received 
3. The total number of years each coach has been coaching (Special Olympics and 
neuro-typical teams) 
4. The number of years each coach has been coaching Special Olympics teams 
5. The profession of the coach 
Interview guide 
Developed specifically for this study, the four-part interview guide (Appendix G) 
included the following sections: 
1. General question ("Tell me about your Special Olympics team") 
2. Descriptive questions that targeted specific NCACE Domain Five benchmarks 
3. Contrast questions to gain more insight into subjects' instructional practices 
4. Questions specific to practice observations to clarify or expand on anything the 
researcher felt needed more insight 
The interview guide began with a general question ("Tell me about your Special 
Olympics team") and was then followed by descriptive questions that targeted specific 
NCACE Domain Five benchmarks. Contrast questions followed the descriptive 
questions to gain more insight into the subject's instructional practices. Finally, 
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questions specific to practice observations were asked to clarify or expand on anything 
the researcher feels needs more insight. Throughout the interview, probes were used to 
extrapolate more info from the subjects (Patton, 2002). 
Data collection procedures 
Recruitment 
The participant population for this study was Massachusetts Special Olympics 
coaches who have been inducted into the Massachusetts Special Olympics Hall of Fame 
and were currently coaching. Based on total years spent coaching Special Olympics 
teams, eight participants were purposefully selected from the pool of 19 Hall of Fame 
coaches who had "active" coaching statuses. The eight coaches who coached Special 
Olympics teams the longest were the first coaches invited to participate in this study. 
Following Boston University Charles River Campus Institutional Review Board 
approval of this research study, selected participants were emailed a letter inviting them 
to participate in this research project. The invitation letter introduced the study, 
summarized data collection procedures, and invited interested coaches to contact the 
researcher via phone call or email. A copy of the request for participation letter can be 
found in Appendix I. One week after the invitation letter was sent, coaches who had not 
responded to the email were sent a hard copy of the request for participation letter via 
USPS. If an invited participant did not contact the researcher 14 days after the hard copy 
request for participation letter was mailed, or if a coach rejected the invitation to 
participate in this study, the coach with the next highest years of experience was selected 
from the participant pool to receive a participation invitation. This process continued 
67 
until eight coaches were successfully recruited to participate in this study. 
Coaches who contacted the researcher wishing to participate in the study were 
asked to complete a research consent form, which can be found in Appendix J. After a 
signed research consent form was received by the researcher, the coach and researcher 
scheduled three dates for the researcher to observe the coach's practice during his or her 
upcoming sport season (once at the beginning of the season, once at the middle of the 
season, and once at the end of the season). Interviews were also scheduled for one week 
after the last practice observation. Following their interviews, coaches were given the 
opportunity to authorize the researcher to use audio-recordings of practices and 
interviews for educational purposes outside of the current study (see Appendix K). 
Data collection 
Coaches who agreed to participate in this study had their practices observed three 
times during their sport season at coaches' predetermined practice locations and times. 
According to Lacy and Goldston (1990), the use of observation to identify and analyze 
instructional behaviors demonstrated by coaches is an effective research methodology: 
The use of systematic observation procedures has arguably contributed more to 
the understanding of teacher effectiveness than any other pedagogical 
development. Researchers are beginning to use systematic observation 
instruments to study behaviors of coaches as well. The development of these 
methodologies for collecting objective and quantifiable data on teacher/coach 
behaviors has enabled researchers to analyze and more clearly understand 
effective teaching/coaching strategies. Before a behavioral model for effective 
coaching can be theorized, descriptive analytic studies should be completed to 
form a database of information about coaching behaviors. (pg. 29) 
Similar to Lacy and Goldston's (1990) study of male and female high school 
basketball coaches, data recording did not include early practice routines such as 
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stretching and conditioning, as these phases typically include little instruction. Data 
collection began with the introduction of the first skill or drill, and commenced for 45 
continuous minutes per practice. Each practice observation collected 45 minutes of data 
to provide a standard amount of data for quantitative analysis. During observations, the 
researcher remained seated at the practice location and assumed the role of observer. The 
researcher did not interfere with the practices in any way, and remained at the practice 
site for the duration of the practice. 
During practice observations, qualitative and quantitative data regarding coaches' 
instructional behaviors were recorded using the DFOI (v .2). Data collection for this 
research study took place from January, 2012 to July, 2012. 
Qualitative data collection 
Using the DFOI (v.2), the researcher recorded descriptive notes about how target 
discrete instructional behaviors were used in practice. The DFOI (v.2) also required the 
researcher to remark on organization of practice space and equipment, grouping of 
athletes, and ways demonstrated instructional behaviors might support the three basic 
psychological needs indicated in Basic Needs Theory. Blank space was provided on the 
DFOI (v.2) to allow the researcher to record additional thoughts or observations made 
during the data collection period. Observation field notes aimed to identify and provide 
descriptions of instructional practices used by study subjects. 
During observed practices, coaches' dialogues were audio-recorded using a 
Revolabs xTag wireless lapel microphone. Input from the microphone instantly 
downloaded to an on-site MacBook laptop using Piezo sound-recording software. The 
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researcher used the Piezo audio duration timer to time-stamp observations recorded on 
the DFOI (v .2); this allowed observations of instructional behaviors and corresponding 
coach dialogue to be accurately correlated during data analysis. 
Recorded dialogue was used to clarify data collected during observations. Time-
stamped observation data was paired with transcripts of coaches' dialogues to provide a 
rich pool of data from which to identify and describe coaches' instructional practices. 
Due to safety concerns, the two aquatics coaches (#7 and #8) asked not to wear audio-
recording equipment during the observations. Coach #6 also asked not to be audio-
recorded. Notable quotes made by Coaches #6, #7, and #8 were recorded in the "other" 
field notes space on page two of the DFOI (v .2). 
Similar to the interview methodology employed by Nash, Sproule, and Horton 
(2011) during their investigation of elite coaching practitioners, coaches who participated 
in this study were individually interviewed for approximately one hour following the last 
practice observation at a location and time of their choosing. A semi-structured interview 
guide (see Appendix G) scaffolded interviews; interview topics were developed to gain 
insight to unobservable instructional benchmarks listed in the NCACE Domain Five 
standards, as well as markedly significant data collected on the DFOI (v.2) during 
practice observations. 
Quantitative data collection 
Quantitative data collection was used to provide frequency counts for target 
instructional behaviors. Using event recording procedures, discrete target behaviors 
listed on the DFOI (v.2) were be tallied every time a behavior was demonstrated. 
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Using the Piezo timer, the duration of timed instructional behaviors was recorded 
on the DFOI (v.2) by the researcher. To record the duration of athletes' wait time, the 
researcher selected one athlete to time as he or she waited for engagement during activity 
transitions or while standing in line during drills. 
Accuracy of data 
Throughout this research study, data were member-checked for accurateness three 
times (Creswell, 2000): 
1. Following practice observations, coaches were asked if anything out of the ordinary 
happened during practice. 
2. Following interviews, coaches were asked if they would like to change or expand on 
anything they said. 
3. Coaches were sent a summary of the results and asked if they felt the analysis of their 
interviews, observations, and recordings were accurate. 
Data analysis procedures 
Qualitative data analysis 
Descriptions of Hall of Fame coaches' target discrete behaviors recorded on page 
one of the DFOI (v .2) were coded and categorized. Using inductive content analysis, 
major themes were identified in each target behavior; these major themes were used to 
describe how coaches demonstrated specific instructional behaviors. 
Answers to open-ended questions found on page two of the DFOI (v.2) were also 
coded and categorized using inductive content analysis. Similar to descriptions of target 
behaviors, major themes appearing for each question on page two of the DFOI (v.2) was 
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used to describe how coaches organize equipment and practice space, group athletes, and 
potentially foster the needs identified in BNT through their instructional practices. 
Data recorded in the "other observations" section of the DFOI (v .2) field notes 
data sheet was also coded and categorized. Reoccurring themes and trends were used to 
further describe instructional practices exhibited by coaches observed in this study. 
Transcripts from coaches' interviews were coded in order to build categories 
based on trends and themes. Transcripts were used: to triangulate data collected from 
observations; to provide a more thorough description of observed instructional practices; 
and to provide insight into instructional practices that are difficult to observe. 
Qualitative data analysis 
Using the DFOI (v .2), tallies in each discrete behavior category were summed for 
individual research subjects to determine how many times specific behaviors occurred 
per practice observation. Percentages and rate per minute (RPM) were calculated for 
each target behavior. Percentages were calculated by dividing total occurrences observed 
in an individual behavior category by the total number of occurrences for all categories. 
RPM was calculated by dividing the total number of observed behaviors in an individual 
category by the total number of observed minutes. 
Time-stamps recorded in each timed behavior category on the DFOI (v .2) were 
summed for individual research subjects to determine the duration of each timed behavior 
per practice observation. For instance, if time-stamps in a settling time category were 
"21:30-22:45" and "41:03-42:05," then the total settling time would be 2 minutes and 17 
seconds, or 2.28 minutes. Time on task (TOT) was computed by subtracting the sum of 
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athletes' wait time in minutes (WT), the sum of athlete's settling time in minutes (ST), 
and the sum of coaches' instruction delivery talk time in minutes (TT) from 45 minutes 
(the total length of each observation). The formula to find time on task was: 45 minutes-
WT -ST-TT=TOT. 
In addition to analyzing individual coaches' data and combined group data, data 
were also sorted into three categories which represented the type of sport coached: team 
sports (basketball, volleyball), aquatics, and co-acting sports (track and field, 
gymnastics). Team type categories were established to acknowledge varying coaching 
considerations and strategies employed when working with teams whose environment, 
composition, and competition structure differ. For instance, when coaching aquatics 
teams, coaches must work with athletes whose heads are underwater during a large 
portion of practice, adding a significant communication barrier between athlete and 
coach. 
Differences between team and co-acting sports may also affect coaching 
practices, as success in team sports "depends upon appropriately combining each player's 
diverse skills in an interdependent pattern of teamwork," whereas "players [in co-acting 
teams] independently perform the same skills, and teain success is determined by the sum 
of individual performances" (Williams & Widmeyer, 1991, pg. 364). Coaching a group 
of people to perform together presents a unique set of coaching goals and challenges that 
differs from coaching a group of people to perform independently. 
Employing a data interpretation approach similar to those used by Becker and 
Wrisberg (2008), and Segrave and Ciancio (1990) , the three observed discrete behaviors 
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with the highest percentages of occurrence during combined group analysis were 
identified as most commonly occurring. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 
Three practice observations were conducted per study participant, amounting to 
1 ,080 minutes of observation. Employing event-recording techniques, 2,157 discrete 
instructional behaviors were recorded using the DFOI. The number of behavior 
occurrences, percentage of occurrence, and rate per minute of occurrence (RPM) were 
calculated for each behavior category and analyzed in the following ways: per coach, per 
sport-type, and group total. In addition to discrete behaviors, timed instructional 
behaviors (settling time, wait time, instruction delivery talk time, and time on task) were 
analyzed for total time and percent of observed practice time in group total and per sport-
type categories. To triangulate quantitative and qualitative data collected on the DFOI, 
coaches were audio-taped during their practices and interviewed using a semi-structured 
interview protocol. Five of the eight participants gave the researcher permission to 
audio-record them during practices and subsequent interviews. 
This chapter presents quantitative and qualitative data collected during 
observation of participants' practices and subsequent interviews. A summary table of 
analyzed discrete instructional behaviors can be found in Appendix L, and a summery 
table of instructional behaviors that may have contributed to the support of athletes' basic 
needs, according to Basic Needs Theory, can be found in Appendix M. 
Data are organized into the following sections: 
1. Instructional practices commonly observed among study participants 
This section presents quantitative data collected from event recordings of discrete 
behaviors and time-stamp analysis of timed instructional behaviors. 
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2. Descriptions of instructional practices commonly observed among study participants 
This section presents qualitative data regarding descriptions of commonly demonstrated 
instructional practices. Data are supported with quotes from coaches' audio-recordings 
during observed practices. 
3. Observed instructional practices that may support a positive learning climate. 
This section presents qualitative data regarding instructional behaviors that may have 
supported a positive learning climate. The three psychological needs identified in Basic 
Needs Theory will be used as a theoretical framework from which instructional behaviors 
that may contribute to positive learning climates can be identified. Data are supported 
with quotes from coaches' audio-recordings during observed practices. 
4 . Data collected from coach interviews 
This section presents qualitative data collected during coach interviews regarding 
commonly demonstrated instructional practices among study participants, as well as 
instructional behaviors that may have supported positive learning climates. The three 
psychological needs identified in Basic Needs Theory will be used as a theoretical 
framework from which instructional behaviors that may contribute to positive learning 
climates can be identified. 
Instructional practices commonly observed among study participants 
This section presents quantitative data collected from DFOI event recordings and 
timed instructional behaviors during observed practices. Data from combined group 
analysis, sport-type analysis, and individual coach analysis are included in this section. 
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Combined group analysis 
Table 4 presents participants' combined data, incl~ding instruction behavior 
frequency, instruction behavior rates per minute (RPM), and instruction behavior 
percentage. Participants were observed performing 2,157 instructional behaviors during 
1,080 minutes of observation, averaging 1.99 behaviors per minute and 89.87 behaviors 
per practice. Based on data analysis, encouragement, positive correction, and tactical and 
technical cues were the three instructional practices most commonly employed by study 
participants, accounting for 68.33% of all recorded behaviors. 
TABLE4 
Combined group analysis: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior 
occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency (event) RPM % Rank 
Attention 193 0.18 8.95% 5 
Understanding 164 0.15 7.60% 6 
Encouragement 638 0.59 29.58% 1 
Correction + 510 0.47 23.64% 2 
Correction - 2 0 0.09% 10 
Rewards 12 0.01 0.56% 9 
Peer demonstration 54 0.05 2.50% 7 
Games-based learning 40 0.04 1.85% 8 
Tactical and technical cues 326 0.3 15.11% 3 
Differentiated instruction 218 0.2 10.11% 4 
TOTAL Behaviors 2,157 2 100.00% 
Encouragement was the most frequently occmTing instructional behavior in 
combined data analysis (29.58%, n = 638). Following encouragement, positive · 
corrections had the second highest frequency rank (23 .64%, n = 51 0), succeeded by use 
77 
of tactical and technical cues (15.11 %, n = 326). The RPM for encouragement was 059, 
the RPM for positive corrections was 0.47, and the RPM for tactical and technical cues 
was 0.30. 
With regard to timed instructional behaviors, time on task was ranked highest 
among the combined participant group, accounting for 682.04 minutes of the I ,080 total 
minutes of data collection (63.15%). Wait time was ranked as the second highest timed 
instructional behavior (18.59%, n = 200.73), followed by setting time (12.31 %, n = 
132.92). The combined group's instruction delivery talk time was the lowest ranked 
timed instructional behavior, totaling 64.31 minutes (5.95%). A summary of total timed 
instructional behaviors among combined participant group data can be found in table 5. 
A pie chart illustrating the combined participant group's percent of timed behaviors per 
observed practice can be found in figure 2. 
TABLES 
Combined group analysis: Total timed behaviors 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time % Rank 
(minutes) 
Settling time 132.92 12.31% 3 
Wait time 200.73 18.59% 2 
Instruction delivery talk time 64.31 5.95% 4 
Time on task 682.04 63.15% 1 
TOTAL time (minutes) 1080.00 100.00% 
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FIGURE2: 
Combined participant group: Percent of timed instructional 











Team sport coaches (n = 4) demonstrated 1,358 behaviors over 12 observed 
practices, averaging 113.16 behaviors per practice. Aquatics coaches (n = 2) 
demonstrated 347 behaviors over 6 observed practices, averaging 57.83 behaviors per 
practice. Co-acting sport coaches (n = 2) demonstrated 452 behaviors over 6 observed 
practices, averaging 75.33 behaviors per practice. Figure 3 presents the average number 
of recorded instructional behaviors per practice observation, by ~port-type. 
Four instructional behaviors were among the sport-type categories' top-three 
behavior rankings: encouragement, tactical and technical cues, positive correction, and 
differentiated instruction. A summary of top-ranked behaviors by sport-type can be 
found in table 6. 
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With regard to timed instructional behaviors, time on task accounted for the 
highest amount of allocated practice time among all three sport-type categories. A 
summary of total timed instructional behaviors according to sport-type categories can be 
found in table 7. 
FIGURE3: 
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TABLE6 
Sport-type categories: Total top behavior rankings 
Sport-type Rankl Rank2 Rank3 
Team sports Encouragement Correction + Cues 
Aquatics Diff. inst. Cues Encouragement 
Co-acting sports Cues Encouragement Correction+ 
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TABLE7 
Sport-type categories: Coaches' timed instructional behavior rankings 
Sport-type Rankl Rank2 Rank3 Rank4 
Team sports Time on task Settling time Wait time Talk time 
Aquatics Time on task Wait time Talk time Settling time 
Co-acting sports Time on task Wait time Settling time Talk time 
Team sports: Basketball and Volleyball 
Table 8 presents the four team sport coaches' total number of observed 
instructional behaviors, instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior 
percentage, and instruction behavior frequency rank. The team sport coaches were 
observed performing 1 ,358 instructional behaviors during 540 minutes of observation, 
averaging 2.51 behaviors per minute and 113.16 behaviors per practice. 
Incontrovertibly, encouragement stood out as the most frequently occurring 
instructional behavior (37 .04%, n = 503). With 105 fewer recorded behavior 
occurrences, positive corrections were ranked second in frequency (29.31 %, n = 398). 
Following positive corrections, use of tactical and technical cues were ranked third in 
behavior frequency, exhibiting 348 fewer behavior occurrences than encouragement and 
243 fewer behavior occurrences than positive corrections (11.41 %, n = 155). 
Corresponding with its high frequency, the RPM for encouragement was 0.93. RPMs for 
positive corrections and tactical and technical cues were .74 and .29, respectively. When 
combined, these top three-ranked behaviors accounted for over three-quarters (77 .76%) 
of the team sport coaches' observed instructional behaviors. 
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Data in table 9 show team sport coaches' total timed instructional behaviors 
during observed practices. Time on task accounted for 69.05% of team sport coaches' 
timed instructional behaviors (n = 372.88 minutes). Settling time accounted for the next 
highest percent of timed instructional behaviors (13 .82%, n = 74.65 minutes), followed 
by wait time ( 11.09%, n = 59.88 minutes). Instruction delivery talk time was the smallest 
timed instructional behavior, totaling 32.59 minutes (6.04%) of team sport coaches' 
practices. Notably, instruction delivery talk time averaged 2.71 minutes per observed 
team sport practice. Figure 4 provides a pie chart illustrating team sport coaches' percent 
of timed behaviors per observed practice. 
TABLES 
Team Sports: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%: Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency RPM % Rank 
(event) 
Attention 91 0.17 6.70% 4 
Understanding 85 0.16 6.26% 5 
Encouragement 503 0.93 37.04% 1 
Correction+ 398 0.74 29.31% 2 
Correction - 1 0 0.07% 9 
Rewards 0 0 0.00% 10 
Peer demonstration 31 0.06 2.28% 8 
Games-based learning 37 0.07 2.72% 7 
Tactical and technical cues 155 0.29 11.41% 3 
Differentiated instruction 57 0.11 4.20% 6 
TOTAL Behaviors 1358 2.51 100.00% 
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TABLE9 
Team sports: Total timed behaviors 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time % Rank 
(minutes) 
Settling time 74.65 13.82% 
Wait time 59.88 11.09% 
Instruction delivery talk time 32.59 6.04% 
Time on task 372.88 69.05% 
TOTAL time (minutes) 540 100.00% 
FIGURE4 













instructional behaviors, instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior 
percentage, and instruction behavior frequency rank. Aquatics coaches were observed 
performing 347 instructional behaviors during 270 minutes of observation, averaging 
1.29 behaviors per minute and 57.83 behaviors per practice. 
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Differentiated instruction was the most frequently occurring instructional 
behavior (27 .67%, n = 96). Use of tactical and technical cues followed differentiated 
instruction in frequency rank (17.87%, n = 62), succeeded by encouragement (14.99%, n 
=52). Notably, the attention behavior, ranked fourth, had only three fewer behavior 
occurrences than encouragement (14.12%, n = 49). RPMs for aquatics coaches' top-three 
ranked instructional behaviors were low when compared to team sport coaches' top-three 
ranked behaviors: the RPM for differentiated instruction was 0.36, the RPM for tactical 
and technical cues was 0.23, and the RPM for encouragement was 0.19. When 
combined, these top three-ranked behaviors accounted for over one-half (60.53%) of 
aquatics coaches' observed instructional behaviors. 
Data in table 11 show aquatics coaches' total timed instructional behaviors during 
observed practices. Time on task accounted for 72.68% of aquatics coaches' timed 
instructional behaviors (n = 196.23 minutes). Wait time accounted for the next highest 
percent of timed instructional behaviors (21.39%, n = 57.75 minutes), followed by 
instructional delivery talk time (5.93%, n = 16.02 minutes). Instruction delivery talk time 
averaged 2.67 minutes, or 5.93%, of each observed team sport practice. 
Settling time accounted for the least amount of timed instructional behaviors, 
totaling zero minutes of aquatics coaches' practices. Figure 5 provides a pie chart 
illustrating aquatics coaches' percent of timed behaviors per observed practice. 
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TABLE 10 
Aquatics: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
' 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency RPM % Rank 
(event) 
Attention 49 0.18 14.12% 4 
Understanding 31 0.11 8.93% 6 
Encouragement 52 0.19 14.99% 3 
Correction + 43 0.16 12.39% 5 
Correction - 0 0 0.00% 10 
Rewards 3 0.01 0.86% 8 
Peer demonstration 9 0.03 2.59% 7 
Games-based learning 2 0.01 0.58% 9 
Tactical and technical cues 62 0.23 17.87% 2 
Differentiated instruction 96 0.36 27.67% 1 
TOTAL Behaviors 347 1.29 100.00% 
TABLE 11 
Aquatics: Total timed behaviors 
%: Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time % Rank 
(minutes) 
Settling time 0 0.00% 4 
Wait time 57.75 21.39% 2 
Instruction delivery talk time 16.02 5.93% 3 
Time on task 196.23 72.68% 1 
TOTAL time (minutes) 270 100.00% 
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FIGURES 
Aquatics: percent of timed behaviors per observed practice 
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Co-acting sports: Gymnastics and Track and Field 
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Table 12 presents the two co-acting sport coaches' total number of observed 
instructional behaviors, instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior 
percentage, and instruction behavior frequency rank. Co-acting sport coaches were 
observed performing 452 instructional behaviors during 270 minutes of observation, 
averaging 1.67 behaviors per minute and 75.33 behaviors per practice. 
Tactical and technical cues were the most frequently occurring instructional 
behavior (24.12%, n = 109). Encouragement followed use of tactical and technical cues 
in frequency rank (18.36%, n = 83), succeeded by positive corrections (15.27%, n = 69). 
Similar to aquatics coaches, RPMs for co-acting sport coaches' top-three ranked 
instructional behaviors were low when compared to team sport coaches' top-three ranked 
behaviors: the RPM for tactical and technical cues was 0.40, the RPM for encouragement 
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was 0.31, and the RPM for positive corrections was 0.26. When combined, these top 
three-ranked behaviors accounted for over one-half (57 .75%) of co-acting sport coaches' 
observed instructional behaviors. 
TABLE 12 
Co-acting sports: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%:Percent ofbehavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency (event) RPM % Rank 
Attention 53 0.2 11.73% 5 
Understanding 48 0.18 10.62% 6 
Encouragement 83 0.31 18.36% 2 
Correction+ 69 0 .26 15.27% 3 
Correction- 1 0 0.22% 9 
Rewards 9 0.03 1.99% 8 
Peer demonstration 14 0.05 3.10% 7 
Games-based learning 1 0 0.22% 9 
Tactical and technical cues 109 0.4 24.12% 1 
Differentiated instruction 65 0.24 14.38% 4 
TOTAL Behaviors 452 1.67 100.00% 
Data in table 13 show co-acting sport coaches ' total timed instructional behaviors 
during observed practices. Time on task accounted for 41.83% of co-acting sport 
coaches' timed instructional behaviors (n = 112.93 minutes). Wait time accounted for the 
next highest percent of timed instructional behaviors (30.78%, n = 83.10 minutes), 
followed by settling time (21.58% , n = 58.27 minutes). Instruction delivery talk time 
accounted for the smallest amount of timed instructional behaviors, totaling 15.70 
minutes of co-acting sport coaches' practices (5.81 %), and averaging 2.61 minutes, or 
5.8%, of each observed team sport practice. Figure 6 provides a pie chart illustrating co-
acting sport coaches' percent of timed behaviors per observed practice. 
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TABLE13 
Co-acting sports: Total timed behaviors 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time (minutes) % 
Settling time 58.27 21.58% 
Wait time 83.1 30.78% 
Instruction delivery talk time 15.7 5.81% 
Time on task 112.93 41.83% 
TOTAL time (minutes) 270 100.00% 
FIGURE6 
Co-acting sports: Percent of timed behaviors per observed practice 
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This section presents qualitative data collected on page one of the DFOI regarding 
descriptions of commonly demonstrated dis.crete instructional practices. Data are 
supported with quotes from coaches' audio-recordings during observed practices. 
Raw qualitative data from 24 observed practices provided the basis for the 
following results. Inductive content analysis of field notes recorded using the DFOI was 
88 
completed by grouping individual meaning units into lower-order themes according to 
similar content within each instructional behavior. Lower-order themes were then 
grouped into second order or higher-order themes. Content analysis resulted in 54 total 
meaning units, which were then synthesized into 18 total lower-order themes and 7 
higher-order themes. Table 30 provides an overview of higher- and lower-order themes 
analyzed in this section. The instructional behavior categories of encouragement, 
positive correction, tactical and technical cues, and differentiated instruction will be 
presented in the order in which they are ranked by occurrence among combined group 
data, followed by corresponding higher and lower level themes. 
Encouragement 
Content analysis from DFOI field notes recorded in the "encouragement" 
category yielded two higher-order themes: use of encouragement to ignite athletes' 
interests in a task and use of encouragement to encourage effort. When using 
encouragement to ignite their team's interest in a task, coaches would tap into interests 
they subsumed the whole team shared by creating competitive scenarios and mentioning 
local professional sports teams or athletes. For instance, before the third round of a 
competitive foul-shooting game, Coach #2 said," ... it's tied, one for yellow [team], one 




Higher and lower-order themes emerging from 54 meaning units recorded on 
page one of the DFOI during observed practices 
Behavior Higher-order Lower-order theme(s) 
theme(s) 
• Competitive scenarios Ignite athlete interest 
• Reference to local professional sports teams 
Encouragement 
Encourage athlete • Motivating phrase (e.g. "great job!") 
effort • Physical gesture (e.g. high-five) 
Positive • Coach approaches athlete 
correction Proximity control • Athlete approaches coach 
• Feedback model 
Delivery • Visual cues to aid delivery of correction 
• Kinesthetic feedback 
Tactical and • Verbal cues 
technical cues Delivery type • Gesture cues 
• Touch cues 
Differentiated • Coach talks through skill 
instruction (top Show/say/do • Coach demonstrates skill 
aquatics • Athlete is asked to perform skill 
behavior) 
Coach moves athlete's body • 
Kinesthetic • Athlete is asked to note the feeling of the 
movement 
When using encouragement to promote effort among their athletes, coaches 
would often end instruction delivery with an encouraging phrase. For example, after 
Coach #7 told her team she would be recording athletes' lap times to begin assessing 
placements for an upcoming competition, Coach #7 said, "I know you've all improved a 
lot since the first practice. Just swim as fast as you can, you can do it!" 
When using encouragement to encourage effort among individual athletes , 
coaches would frequently gain proximity control and then deliver verbal phrases, such as: 
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"keep going [or trying]," "great job," "nice," "well done," and "yes." Commonly, 
coaches would preface an encouraging phrase with the targeted athlete's first name. For 
instance, an athlete who needed a lot of convincing to participate in Coach #2's practices 
began to make remarkable progress during a dribbling drill. To encourage the athlete to 
continue her efforts, Coach #2 approached her enthusiastically and said, "[ATHLETE 
NAME], great job! Keep going, keep going!" The athlete was encouraged by Coach 
#2's encouragement; she grinned and then said, "Watch this, coach" as she increased the 
speed of her dribble. 
Verbal encouragement to encourage effort was sometimes paired with physical 
gestures, such as a fist-bump , pat on the back, or high-five. For instance, after Coach #8 
observed an athlete swimming two laps of the breaststroke for the first time, he said, 
"Those were great laps, [ATHLETE NAME]," and followed his remark with a fist-bump. 
Similarly, after seeing an athlete miss a free-throw shot, Coach #2 approached her to say, 
"[ATHLETE NAME], good try on that shot. Your form is getting better. Give me a 
high-five and let's see you try the foul shot again." 
Positive Corrections 
Content analysis from DFOI field notes recorded in the "positive correction" 
category yielded two higher-order themes: proximity control and delivery. 
In most instances of observed positive corrections , coaches sought proximity 
control before delivering positive correction by first approaching the athlete receiving 
feedback; almost all positive corrections (n = 510) recorded during the 24 practice 
observations were demonstrated while the coach was next to the athlete (95%, n = 484) . 
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When delivering positive corrections, coaches would first solicit athletes' 
attention by saying their first names or nicknames. When using verbal communication to 
deliver positive corrections, coaches' explanations were often quick and began with a 
pithy explanation of the athlete's incorrect action, followed immediately with a correction 
accented with cue words. After delivery of the correction, coaches would frequently 
explain why the correction should be made before checking for the athlete's 
understanding. To indicate the end of the exchange, Coaches would deliver an 
encouraging phrase. For instance, during a dribbling drill, Coach #3 pulled an athlete 
aside and said, "[ATHLETE NAME], you're looking at your feet when you're dribbling. 
Try to look up when you dribble, though, you want to see where you are. Okay? Look 
up. Alright, you're doing a good job, let's see you dribble with your head up now." 
Often, coaches would weave visual references into their positive corrections. 
For instance, following a missed three-point shot during a scrimmage, Coach #1 
approached an athlete to say: 
[ATHLETE NAME], you're shooting from too far away. I need you to take your 
time and find your mark. Find your mark on the floor, okay? You shoot from 
your marks and you'll make a lot more baskets, I can guarantee you that. You got 
me? You remember the marks? Point to one right now for me. [ATHLETE 
POINTS TO A BLACK SQUARE PAINTED ON THE FLOOR] Good, good, 
you're doing great. [COACH PATS ATHLETE ON THE BACK AND 
ATHLETE RETURNS TO THE GAME]. 
Coaches were also noted referencing athletes' peers to facilitate comprehension 
during positive corrections. For example, when delivering a correction about lay-up 
technique, Coach #2 was observed asking an athlete to remember what a teammate 
looked like when he performed a lay-up: "(ATHLETE NAME], you're not leaving the 
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ground. You know how [TEAMMATE NAME] takes a little jump when he does a Jay-
up? Try that. Jump, okay? Good, let's see it." 
Additionally, Coaches were observed asking athletes to look at peers as models 
for skill performance. For instance, during a team scrimmage, Coach #1 stood next to an 
athlete waiting to enter the game. As they watched the scrimmage together, Coach #1 
spoke to the athlete about making faster passes and asked the athlete to watch a teammate 
in order to illustrate his feedback: 
Hey, [ATHLETE NAME]. You did a great job out here. Hey, listen. You're 
taking a little long to pass the ball and that's drawing defenders on you. You're 
getting mobbed. When you bring the ball down, you gotta pass it really fast after 
you cross half court. So, like, after you cross the line, take two more dribbles and 
pass. Okay? Two dribbles and pass. See, look. [POINTS TO THE 
SCRIMMAGE IN FRONT OF THEM] See [ATHLETE NAME] out there? 
Look, he's bringing the ball down, he's gonna see [ATHLETE NAME] get open 
for a pass, and thennnnnn - yes! - he passes it right away. Did you see that? 
[ATHLETE NODS] Good, okay then, Jet's get you in there. Go on in and tell 
[ATHLETE NAME] to come in. [COACH AND ATHLETE HIGH-FIVE] 
Kinesthetic feedback was noted in several observed practices, with the gymnastics 
and aquatics coaches using kinesthetic feedback the most. When trying to help athletes 
move their bodies in ways that proved difficult to explain, coaches were observed moving 
athletes' bodies into the proper positions for them. For example, when helping an athlete 
correct her arm movements during the crawl stroke, Coach #8 held the athlete's wrist and 
elbow as he moved her arm in a correct rotation. "Do you feel that?" Coach #8 asked the 
athlete, "Do you see how that feels for your arm to move all the way out like that?" 
Coach #8 then assessed the athletes' comprehension by asking, "how about if you try that 
by yourself now. Let me see you do it." 
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Tactical and technical cues 
Content analysis from DFOI field notes recorded in the "tactical and technical 
cues" category yielded one higher-order theme: delivery type. 
Coaches used tactical and technical cues when correcting individual athletes' 
technical or tactical skills and, similar to encouragement and positive correction, coaches 
sought proximity control before using cue words or phrases. When using tactical and 
technical cues to simplify corrections, coaches employed verbal and physical means of 
delivery. Verbal tactical and technical cues consisted of one or two-words that were 
consistently used throughout the season. Tactical and technical cues were also 
commonly related to sport-specific vocabulary, such as: "hands up" (basketball), "reach" 
(aquatics), "bump" (volleyball), "on the line" (track and field), and "hold" (gymnastics). 
For example, to help an athlete remember the four required elements of his floor routine, 
Coach #5 demonstrated the routine while attaching unique cue words to each element. 
While performing the routine, coach #5 said," ... this is going to be the whole beginning 
sequence to the floor routine. So, it's gonna be step, step,jump, forward roll to a one 
foot balance. Those four elements." Later in the practice, when the athlete struggled to 
remember the chronology of his floor routine, Coach #5 called out the cue words attached 
to each element. 
In another example of coaches' use of cue words, Coach #1 introduced a dribbling 
drill to athletes while repeating and defining the word "control" throughout his 
instruction: 
I'm looking for control in this drill, okay? I want to see you be in charge of 
where the ball goes when you dribble it. So, you might have to slow down a little 
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bit to really be in control of your dribble, but I really want to see you in charge of 
where the ball goes, not the other way around. I want to see you controlling the 
ball. 
During the drill, Coach #1 delivered the "control" cue to athletes who were not directing 
the speed or direction of their dribbles . 
Gesture cues often accompanied coaches ' verbal tactical and technical cues, most 
notably in aquatics and track and field. Like verbal cues, gesture cues were quick 
physical actions that served to correct athletes' technical or tactical skills. From her 
position on the pool deck, Coach #7 was noted pairing the cue word "reach" with a 
physical demonstration of fully extending her arm. This cue was used to remind athletes 
to extend their arms during the crawl, butterfly, and back strokes. 
When working with athletes training for the track and field Turbo Jav 
competition , Coach #6 would correct athletes' throwing stances by saying "aim" as she 
extended her non-throwing arm in front of her. This cue reminded athletes to point their 
non-throwing arm towards their target during their throw. 
Interestingly, Coach #5 employed touch cues when working with gymnastics 
athletes who experienced more severe cognitive involvement of their disability than their 
peers. By gently tapping on consistent locations on athletes ' legs, arms, or backs, Coach 
#5 was able to communicate simple tactical and technical cues to athletes who appeared 
to struggle with processing visual and auditory information. Notably, touch cues were 
consistently paired with verbal cues. For example, while working with an athlete on the 
horizontal bar, Coach #5 used touch cues to facilitate the athletes' knee flexion. An 
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example of Coach #5's use of verbal and touch cues while working with the athlete on 
the horizontal bar follows: 
Coach #5: [ATHLEfE NAME], look at me. 
Athlete: Look at meeeee. 
Coach #5: You're gonna catch the bar. 
Athlete: Catch the bar. 
Coach #5: Right. Ready? Bend your knees. [COACH #5 TAPS THE TOP OF 
ATHLETE'S LEFf KNEE TWICE] One, two, three, JUMP! [ATHLETE 
ruMPS AND CATCHES THE BAR] 
Coach #5: Hold it, hold it. Hold it up there. One, two, three, four, five. Freeze, 
freeze. 
Athlete: Freeze, freeze. 
Coach #5: Stretch. 
Athlete: Stretcccchhhhh. [ATHLETE RELEASES BAR] 
Coach #5: One more time. 
Athlete: One more time, one more time! 
Coach #5: Ready? What are we doing? Look. What are we gonna do? Ca-
Athlete: Catch? 
Coach #5: Catch. Catch the ... 
Athlete: Bar? 
Coach #5: Catch the bar. Bend your knees. Bend your knees. [COACH #5 
TAPS THE TOP OF ATHLETE'S LEFf KNEE TWICE] And,jump! 
Differentiated Instruction 
Favored by aquatics coaches observed in this study, content analysis from DFOI 
field notes recorded in the "differentiated instruction" category yielded two higher-order 
themes: show/say/do and kinesthetic learning. 
When introducing aquatics athletes to new concepts, coaches would routinely 
demonstrate the new skill (show) while speaking (say) through the movements. 
Following the visual and verbal explanation, coaches would ask athletes to attempt the 
new skill themselves (do). This type of instruction differentiates learning between the 
verbal, auditory, and kinesthetic learning systems. For instance, Coach #7 introduced an 
athlete to the arm movements of the backstroke after he mastered the supine flutter kick 
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while holding a kick board to his chest. When introducing the backstroke arm 
movements, Coach #7 said: 
You're going to hold one arm straight out in front of you and bring it straight 
behind you so it touches your ear before it goes in the water. You want your 
pinky finger to go into the water first, okay? 
As she explained these stroke elements to the athlete, Coach #7 demonstrated the arm 
motions to the athlete. After she concluded her explanation, the coach asked the athlete 
to try the arm movements himself. As the athlete performed the arm motions, Coach #7 
accented important elements with key words ("arm out," "ear," "pinky"), further 
differentiating the athlete's learning with kinesthetic and verbal information input and 
setting up cue words that would later be used to provide skill corrections. 
When working with athletes who had lower physical and cognitive abilities than 
their peers, Coach #8 would explain a skill element while moving the athletes' bodies 
through the desired movements as he spoke. For instance, when introducing an athlete to 
the arm motions of the crawl stroke, Coach #8 moved the athlete's right arm through the 
stroke motion while he spoke through the skill elements. "Do you see how that feels," 
Coach #8 asked the athlete, "do you feel how you're reaching ahead?" 
Similarly, while an athlete sat on the side of the pool with her legs in the water, 
Coach #8 held her feet and moved the athlete's legs up and down as he explained the 
elements of a flutter kick. Following his explanation, Coach #8 asked the athlete, "So 
you know how the kick feels, right? And you saw the water splashing? Okay, I want you 
to do some kicking without me now and I want to see splashing!" This instruction 
scenario is an example of Coach #8 differentiating instruction in multiple ways, as the 
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athlete: felt her legs performing the flutter kick (kinesthetic), saw her legs performing the 
flutter kick (visual), saw the splash the kick created (visual), and heard Coach #8's 
explanation of the kick (auditory). 
Observed instructional practices that may contribute to the support a positive 
learning environment 
Raw qualitative data from page two of the DFOI (v.2) provided the basis for the 
following results. Inductive content analysis of field notes recorded using the DFOI (v .2) 
was completed by grouping individual meaning units into lower-order themes according 
to similar content within each instructional behavior. Lower-order themes were then 
grouped into second order or higher-order themes. Content analysis resulted in 32 total 
meaning units, which were then synthesized into 18 total lower-order themes and 7 
higher-order themes. The findings are organized around the higher-order themes 
identified in each basic need outlined in Basic Need Theory: autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness. Table 31 provides an overview of higher- and lower-order themes analyzed 
in this section. 
Autonomy 
Content analysis from DFOI (v .2) field notes recorded in the "autonomy" 
category yielded two higher-order themes: initiative, and choice. 
Six of the eight coaches observed in this study asked athletes to lead or contribute 
to team warm-ups and stretches at the beginning of practices. Three coaches (Coach #1, 
Coach #3, Coach #4) of teams comprised of developmentally mature, higher-ability 
athletes were observed encouraging athletes to independently initiate team warm-ups and 
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stretches. Three coaches (Coach #2, Coach #5, Coach #6) of teams comprised of athletes 
of lower-level abilities were observed asking athletes for suggestions about how many 
laps to run and what stretches to perform during team warm-ups and stretches. All six 
coaches who encouraged athlete initiative during warm-ups and stretches were observed 
praising athletes for their contributions to pre-practice routines. 
TABLE31 
Higher and lower-order themes emerging from 32 meaning units recorded on page two 
of the DFOI during observed practices: Learning environment 
Behavior Higher-order Lower-order theme(s) 
theme(s) 
• Leading/contributing to pre-practice 
warm-ups 
Initiative • Practice routines 
• Athletes make calls during scrimmages 
Autonomy • Athlete leaders 
• Participation 
Choice • Equipment 
• Option to ask for help 
Competence • Athlete suggestions 
Critical contributors • Athlete responsibilities 
• Athletes evaluate equipment 
• Achievement goals 
Excellence ,. Coaches communicate high standards 
• Hard-earned praise 
Relatedness • Coach uses names to address athletes Names 
• Athletes use names to address peers 
• Coach encourages athletes to cheer for Cheering 
each other 
• Inquiries into athletes' physical state 
Feelings • Inquiries into athletes' psychological 
state 
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Coach-implemented practice routines appeared to promote initiative among 
athletes on every team observed for this study, such as schedule and equipment location 
predictability. During the 24 observed practices, many athletes were noted getting sport 
equipment without asking the coach for permission to retrieve it or asking where it was. 
Also promoting athletes' initiative skills, two of the basketball coaches (Coach #1 and 
Coach #3) and the volleyball coach (Coach #4) were observed asking athletes to make 
their own calls during practice scrimmages. 
Coach #4, who had several athlete-leaders on his team, clearly defined unique 
roles and responsibilities for athlete-leaders, which promoted their initiative-taking and 
autonomy. For instance, an athlete on Coach #4's team appeared extremely versed in the 
rules of volleyball, and she was commonly seen helping peers with technical skills and 
tactical decision-making. During practice scrimmages, Coach #4 assumed a submissive 
role in game management, which allowed the knowledgeable athlete to make calls, 
explain why calls were made, and assist peers with on-court rotations. 
Coach #6, Coach #1, and Coach #5 routinely gave their athletes choices for 
participation. For instance, Coach #6 began practices by asking athletes if they wanted to 
first practice Turbo-Jav throws or sprints. When transitioning from drill to drill, Coach 
#1 would ask his athletes if they wanted to first take a break before continuing on to a 
new activity. 
Coach #5, who worked one-on-one with athletes more than any other coach 
observed for this study, wove athlete-choice into a majority of the interactions she had 
with her gymnasts. For instance, when working with a lower-level athlete on the balance 
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beam, Coach #5 gave her the choice to select a balance beam on which to practice; the 
choice to practice her skills independently or with help; and the choice to choose between 
practicing her balance beam skills or taking a break outside the gymnastics area: 
Coach: Pick a balance beam, which balance beam do you want? [ATHLETE 
POINTS TO A BALANCE BEAM] 
Coach: Okay, hop up. 
[COACH ASKS AN ASSISTANT TO MOVE MATS] 
Coach: [ATHLETE NAME], step onto the- [ATHLETE MAKES A NOISE 
AND FLAPS HER HANDS] 
Coach: We're working on balance beam today, my friend. Step up. [ATHLETE 
MAKES A NOISE AND BEGINS TO WALKAWAY FROM THE COACH] 
Coach: Where are you going? I'm waiting for you to start on the balance beam. 
[ATHLETE PAUSES AND LOOKS AT THE BALANCE BEAMJ 
Coach: [ATHLETE NAME], step up on the balance beam. Are you gonna do it 
yourself, or do you need help? [ATHLETE MAKES A NOISE] Step up, please. 
I'm gonna count to three, and you either need to get onto the balance beam, or 
we're gonna take a break out of the gym. [ATHLETE MAKES A NOISE] 
Which do you choose? [ATHLETE PUTS ONE FOOT ON THE BALANCE 
BEAM AND MAKES A NOISE] 
Coach: Yup, you can do it. Go ahead, step up. [ATHLETE STEPS ONTO THE 
BALANCE BEAM WITH BOTH FEET AND MAKES A NOISE] 
Coach: That a girl. Stand up tall. Stand up tall, walking forward. [ATHLETE 
BEGINS TO WALK DOWN THE BALANCE BEAM UNASSISTED] 
Competence 
Content analysis from DFOI (v .2) field notes recorded in the "competence" 
category yielded two higher-order themes: athletes as critical contributors and excellence. 
During observations of each coach observed in this study, every coach was noted 
listening to an athlete's suggestion and implementing it into practice. During each 
instance of implementing an athlete's suggestion, coaches would publicly praise the 
athlete for making a suggestion that contributed to practice. 
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Athletes were also given responsibilities on several teams, including pinney 
washing duty on Coach #3's team. Every week, Coach #3 would assign an athlete to 
bring home the pinneys and wash them. When athletes would enter the gym with washed 
pinneys in hand the following week, the team would clap and say "thank you" to the 
athlete. 
Coaches were also observed asking athletes to evaluate their own equipment on 
several occasions, including: Coach #3 asking athletes to tell her if their basketballs 
needed air, Coach #4 asking athletes to tell him if the volleyball net was set up in a 
straight line, and Coach #2 asking athletes to remark about the distance of cones 
distributed for a dribbling drill. 
Coaches' demands for athlete excellence during practices was a common 
observation during data collection. Achievement goals were continuously raised 
throughout seasons, and were never lowered because of an athlete's perceived inability to 
meet the standard. All eight coaches observed for this study demanded high levels of 
competence from their athletes, and communicated these high expectations to their 
athletes individually and in group scenarios. Mter athletes would become proficient at 
one skill, they were introduced to the next, more difficult element of the skill. 
Relatedness 
Content analysis from DFOI (v .2) field notes recorded in the "relatedness" 
category yielded three higher-order themes: use of names, cheering, and feelings. 
Coaches promoted inter-team connectedness by consistently using athletes' first 
names or nicknames when addressing them. First names were frequently used when 
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coaches attempted to elicit individual athletes' attention and when they delivered 
encouragement and positive corrections to individual athletes. Coaches were noted 
making requests to athletes to refer to peers by first name or nickname, versus using a 
non-specific pronoun such as "she" or "he." To promote first name use among his team, 
Coach #2 had athletes introduce themselves at the start of every practice. 
All coaches observed for this study were noted encouraging athletes to cheer for 
each other during drills and scrimmages. Coaches also encouraged athletes to cheer for 
teammates who experienced successes off the court academically (e.g. doing well in a 
spelling bee), socially (e.g. moving into an independent-living community), or in another 
Special Olympics sport. 
Several coaches routinely asked athletes how they were feeling during practices, 
notably Coach #1, Coach #4, Coach #5, and Coach #6. Coach #5 was observed asking an 
athlete if he was too hot in his sweatshirt, a question that lead to the athlete's increased 
performance in practice. Coach #5 was also observed asking athletes if they were 
nervous or scared when hanging from the horizontal bars. If athletes indicated that they 
were nervous or scared, Coach #5 would allow them to take a break to settle their nerves. 
Coach #6 was observed asking athletes how they felt physically, often in response 
observations that athletes may be reaching fatigued muscular and cardiorespiratory states. 
Coach #4 was observed talking to athletes about their life stressors, and took time to help 
athletes problem solve transportation, social, and medical issues. 
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Data collected from coach interviews 
This section presents qualitative data collected during coach interviews regarding 
commonly demonstrated instructional practices among study participants and 
instructional behaviors that may support positive learning climates. 
These qualitative results are based on data collected during interviews with each 
study participant (n = 8). Eight separate, semistructured interviews were conducted using 
the Athlete Interview Guide (see Appendix G) as a framework. Interviews lasted 
approximately 45-60 minutes. 
Since both aquatic coaches (Coaches #7 and #8) were interviewed pool-side, 
interviews were not recorded due to participants' safety concerns with having electronics 
in the pool area. Coach #6 also asked not to be audio-recorded. Interviews with Coaches 
#6, #7, and #8 were recorded by the researcher via note-taking. 
Findings are organized around higher-order themes identified in following 
sections: 
1. Top instructional behaviors 
This category includes higher-order themes from interview data relevant to coaches' use 
of encouragement, positive correction, and tactical and technical cues. Aquatics coaches' 
remarks about differentiated instruction will also be discussed. 
2. Supporting a positive learning climate 
This category includes higher-order themes from interview data relevant to coaches' 
remarks about supporting a positive learning environment. The three basic psychological 
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needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness are used as a theoretical framework to 
organize data. 
Top instructional behaviors 
Interview transcripts were analyzed using inductive content analysis by grouping 
individual meaning units into lower-order themes according to similar content within 
each instructional behavior. Lower-order themes were then grouped into second order or 
higher-order themes. Content analysis resulted in 33 total meaning units, which were 
then synthesized into 17 total lower-order themes and 6 higher-order themes. Table 32 
provides an overview of higher- and lower-order themes analyzed in this section. 
Encouragement 
Participants unanimously stated that establishing an encouraging environment on 
their team was a top coaching priority. Stated reasons for valuing encouraging sport 
environments were: encouraging athletes' desire to learn and maintaining athlete 
retention. Coach #7 notes that encouragement is especially important when coaching 
athletes who have intellectual disabilities. She stated: 
Some of my athletes, they have some significant disabilities going on. You know, 
their cognitive function is challenging to work with sometimes. And, what it 
comes down to, is if they don't want to learn something, they aren't going to. 
You have to get these athletes to buy into the concept you're trying to teach them; 
as bought into it as you are. They have to want to learn as much as you want to 
teach. So, how do you do that? You motivate them to learn. You make an 
exciting environment that keeps them interested in what's going on, and you 
praise, praise, praise them for everything they try. That encouragement to keep 
trying is key. Frustration is a much easier feeling to react to rather than 




Higher and lower-order themes emerging from 33 meaning units recorded from 
coach interviews: Top instructional behaviors 
Behavior Higher-order theme(s) Lower-order theme(s) 
Encouraging athletes' • Promote a desire to learn among athletes 
desire to learn • Encourage athletes who resist learning 
Encouragement 
• Fun environment Maintaining athlete 
• Motivating environment 
retention 
• Consistent attendance 
Positive • Explanations about "why" 
correction Help athletes learn • Empowering athletes with information 
• Maintaining motivation to learn 
• Verbal cues Tactical and Simplify corrections Physical cues • 
technical cues 
• Touch cues 
Differentiated • Coach talks through skill 
instruction • Visual phrases to activate prior 
Show/say/do knowledge 
• Coach demonstrates skill 
• Athlete is asked to perform skill 
Communication barriers • Athletes' heads in water 
within the sport • Coach demonstrations on pool deck 
environment 
According to Coach #7, establishing an encouraging learning climate plays a 
pivotal role in the learning outcomes her athletes' experience. Three coaches also 
remarked about the importance of encouragement when coaching athletes who resists 
learning or demonstrate behavioral challenges. Discussing an athlete with whom he 
struggles to coach, Coach #1 remarked: 
[ATHLETE NAME], I keep an eye on him, too. I really struggle with him, too. 
'Cuz he doesn't wanna listen, he wants to do it his own way. And it's like, I've 
only had him a couple years and I've tried to be down on him harder with 
praising and saying, you know, stuff that makes him feel good. If he does 
106 
anything right I'll let him know it, 'cuz I noticed he looks over. He looks over to 
see if I see him doin' good things. You know, I'm still building up a relationship 
with him, so I know that'll take a while. 
The views of Coaches :ff7 and #1 fairly represent those of the other study 
participants: in order to learn, athletes must feel motivated. And, in order for athletes to 
feel motivated, coaches need to purposefully establish environments that overwhelmingly 
include praise and encouragement of athletes. 
When discussing encouragement in relation to athlete retention, the study 
participants were again in agreement. Coach #2 notes that encouragement is an important 
factor in establishing a fun learning and playing environment, which he hopes will 
increase the likelihood of athletes continuing their participation in his program, even after 
they "age out" of the school system: 
I think it seems more natural that people respond more favorably to someone 
who's encouraging and umm, I mean, it's- don't people respond more favorably 
to encouragement? I mean, intellectually, you want these kids to have fun, to get 
some exercise, and to continue playing. The challenge for me, is as these athletes 
get older, you want them to continue in the program. As they get older, they get 
different priorities. Basketball and sports loses priority. So, I hate it when the 
kids tum 22 and they age out, you know, we lose them. So, they need to feel 
motivated and encouraged to stay with the program. So yeah, I use a lot of 
motivation. I mean, I think it's a reflection of my values as a coach. To me, it 
doesn't matter if the ball goes in or not, it's the effort. 
Coach #7 spoke about the importance of providing an encouraging environment 
in her aquatics program in order to encourage athlete retention and increase athletes' 
learning. Coach #7 suggested that athletes who are motivated to consistently attend 
practice will be able to learn and practice more, which will in turn improve their 
performance. Coach #7 stated: 
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It all starts with motivation. Because, look - I need them to keep practicing, so 
they can improve. So, I need them to keep coming to practice, and I need them to 
keep trying at practice. And, they're not gonna keep coming to practice if they 
don't have something in them that wants to go, like looking forward to laughing 
with [ASSISTANT COACH], or getting to jump off the starting blocks, or 
hearing me say, you know, "good job!" 
Positive corrections 
During interviews, several coaches stated they prefer positive corrections to 
negative corrections because of the learning opportunities provided by positive 
corrections. When asked how positive corrections promote learning among athletes, 
Coaches #3, #6, #5, and #8 noted that positive corrections allow the coach to explain the 
reason for the correction and how the correction will benefit the athlete. Coach #3 
explained: 
My intent is to teach them stuff, you know? I want them to understand what 
they're doing out there. How empowering, you know? Not just to tell 'em, 
"Hold the basketball like this," but to add, "because you'll shoot straighter," or, 
"because you'll be able to get more power behind your shot." I mean, my guys-
they all have different, ummmm, levels of what they can understand, you know? 
So I need to explain stuff to each athlete differently. I know that what 
[ATHLETE NAME 1] can understand is not what [ATHLETE NAME 2] can 
understand. So, I know I need to explain stuff to each guy differently. But, I'll 
always explain as much as I think they can handle. You know? So - [pause] just 
because my guys are Autistic or have lower IQ's or- whatever other thing- that 
doesn't mean I shouldn't try to give them the information they need to know 
what's going on. If I just said, "shoot like this, period," I'd be giving orders, I 
wouldn't be teaching. 
When she was explaining why she prefers positive corrections to negative 
corrections, Coach #3 related athletes' feelings of empowerment to coaches' explanations 
of skill corrections. This sentiment was echoed by two other coaches (#6 and #5), who 
also relied on positive corrections to not only teach athletes, but to empower them to 
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make independent decisions as a result of their new knowledge. Coach #5 stated: 
Oh, you definitely need to explain "why" to [the athletes] when you're correcting 
something. It just sits better with people, don't you think? And also, I mean, it's 
-when you explain a suggestion or something to fix to these athletes, you're 
sending a message: "I respect you as an athlete and I want you to understand why 
I'm asking this of you." You know? It makes them feel respected. And, if they 
begin to understand why they need to fix what you're asking them to fix, they'll 
probably be less likely to make the mistake over and over again. Some of them, I 
can tell, start to- I don't know what I should call it- self-correct when they notice 
something going the wrong way with a skill I've talked to them about. So they 
are able to fix it themselves because I've helped them understand why something 
needs to be done a certain way. 
Three coaches said they prefer positive corrections to negative corrections 
because they want to keep athletes motivated during the feedback process, which is a 
time when athletes may feel criticized. Coach #8 noted: 
I try to keep [corrections] light. You know, I smile, I tell them some good stuff 
I've seen. I tell them I like the effort. 'Cuz the last thing I want is for these guys 
to feel like I'm harping on them. They'll get discouraged and they'll stop trying 
hard, that's guaranteed. 
Echoing Coach #8's statement, Coach #3 noted: 
It's hard, because they always want to apologize when I try to correct something. 
[LAUGHS] It's hard, you know, because I'm like, I just want to coach them. I 
just want to teach them something, I'm not trying to say you did anything wrong. 
I always feel bad 'cuz they like, apologize or "I'm really sorry." And I'm like, 
"No! Don't apologize, I'm just showing you something!" [SIGHS] I'm not sure, 
maybe they've gotten corrected a lot- maybe they've felt "bad" with other things. 
Making significant ties to his value of providing an encouraging learning climate 
for athletes, Coach #1 agreed with the views of Coach #8 and Coach #3 with regard to 
preventing athlete discouragement when giving corrections: 
I'm telling ya, [ATHLETE NAME] is a really good shooter, but I don't want him 
coming down and jackin' up threes. I said, "I get much more pleasure out of 
seeing you pass than seeing you shoot." But you know, I don't want to look like 
I'm getting upset if they make mistakes. You know what I mean? Like, I don't 
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want it to show on my face or anything like that. And I just try to talk to them 
afterwards in, you know, in a positive way. I explain it all out to them, you know, 
like why they shouldn't go for three-pointer after three-pointer. And I always end 
it with a high note, like I'll tell 'em I like how hard they're trying. 'Cuz the last 
thing you want is for a kid to walk away from you with his head down. No, you 
don't want that. 
Tactical and technical cues 
All eight study participants noted that tactical and technical cues were valuable 
instructional tools they used to reduce redundant communication. Three coaches (#5, 1, 
8) specifically referenced verbal cues during their interviews, and three coaches (#5, 6, 7) 
specifically referenced gesture cues during their interviews. 
When asked about her use of cue words, Coach #5 relayed that her habit of using 
cue words was sparked by the demands of her career: 
[Cue words], I really pull from my career. It's really a technique I've learned 
over the 20 years. In my professional job, I work with infants and toddlers and 
they're functioning on a single word vocabulary. And so I'm comfortable 
communicating in a single or two-word vocabulary. And I know, just with having 
collaborated with speech language pathologists and educators, how learning 
happens and how communication happens. That, you know, I've just really 
learned that you need to keep it short and sweet, you know. All those extra words 
-the message just gets lost. And so, umm, you know I've had the privilege of 
time and experience to really refine it. 
In Coach #5's gymnastics setting, use of cue words plays an integral role in providing 
short reminders to athletes, especially in a sport environment where performance routines 
are marked by series' of distinct skills that can be summarized with cues (e.g. forward 
summersault). 
In a basketball setting, cue words can also serve as efficient reminders of 
technical and tactical skills. When asked about his use of cue words, Coach #1 said: 
110 
Cue words, I do em' consciously. One word instead of a whole bunch because 
you're just tryin' to say "hey." You know, something short. It just seems to get 
in their heads a little better. Anything more and it'll distract them from what 
they're doin'. 
Coach #8's explanation of cue words almost mirrors Coach #1 's explanation, 
though with an important variation. An aquatics coach, Coach #8 is forced to employ 
communication accommodations that work within an environment where athletes' heads 
are predominately under water. Coach #8 noted: 
Oh yeah, yeah, I really like the cue words. Short and sweet, that's it. You don't 
have much time to correct an athlete who's out there in the pool. You gotta wait 
'till his head comes out of the water to breathe, then you yell one quick thing like 
"reach" and [COACH CLAPS HANDS] bam, your time to tell him something is 
done. So you gotta be quick, but also, whatever you say has to mean something 
to the athlete. If the athlete doesn't get it, there's no point in saying it. 
Coach #5 was asked about her use of touch cues, which she used when athletes 
become unresponsive to verbal or visual cues. Explaining her use of touch cues, Coach 
#5 stated: 
I do a lot [of touch cues], and it's definitely subconscious, but I'm facilitating 
movement. And, touch cues are a big part of that. Either just a tap so they know 
what body- just to draw their attention to that body part. I- I had a couple of 
boys on the team years ago and it's where I really learned that by manipulating 
their wrist position, I could get them to the floor, I could get them up, I could get 
them to tum, I could move them in all these ways- it was, it was fascinating that 
just tweaking them this way could move their bodies how they needed to go, and 
that cue alone was enough. And it's really great too, when you're coaching at a 
competition because the athletes get deducted for a verbal cue, for a touch cue-
this is the real deal. So the less cues you use, the less deductions they'll get. And 
that's where- sometimes I feel bad that I'm stepping on the toes of the assistant 
coaches, but I know that if I step in and spot the athlete on the routine I can get 
them to do more, because I'm facilitating them differently. Even on bars, I know 
how to cue a weight shift. You know, if they're holding on with two hands and 
they need to do a turn, they need to shift their weight to release one hand to 
initiate the turn and I can facilitate those very subtle weight shifts so they know 
what to do. 
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While she does not call her cues "touch cues," Coach #6 discussed how she uses 
cues to direct her athletes: 
I've found that athletes start to tune you out if you start to say the same stuff over 
and over. So sometimes, I'll tap on an athletes' elbow when we're practicing the 
Turbo Jav; that's how I tell them to raise their elbow. Other times, if I'm trying to 
get an athlete to move his feet into a different position, I'll tap on the foot so they 
know which one to move. Sometimes the physical touch gets through easier than 
the words. 
While touch cues are one type of physical cue that quickly remind an athlete of a 
skill correction, coaches also used their own physical movements, or gestures, to quickly 
communicate with athletes. Coach #7 discussed these gesture cues in relation to working 
with lower-level athletes: 
Sometimes I have athletes who are lower-functioning, and they respond better to 
seeing me act a skill out instead of me saying something. So if I have a swimmer 
in the water who's doing a dog paddle and I want her to prepare for the crawl 
stroke by reaching her arms out of the water further, I'll stand in her line of sight 
and start extending my arms out in front of me, the way I want her to do her 
stroke. 
Coach #7 went on to explain that athletes commonly respond quickly to her gesture cues. 
She also noted that several aquatics skills are difficult to explain without confusing the 
athletes. "How do you simplify, 'reach your arms out of the water more?' That confuses 
people," Coach #7 noted. Instead of relying on confusing verbal instructions, Coach #7 
stated she prefers to use gesture cues when making corrections to athletes' skills. 
Differentiated instruction 
A commonly occurring behavior among the two aquatics coaches, differentiated 
instruction was emphasized in both of their interviews. Both Coach #7 and #8 noted that, 
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due to the constraints of a sport environment where many skills cannot be demonstrated 
accurately on the pool deck or under water, expressing information in multiple ways 
plays a key role in teaching Special Olympics aquatics athletes. 
During his interview, Coach #8 noted that the breaststroke and butterfly stroke are 
difficult to teach athletes, because they both involve "learned" kicks (versus the flutter 
kick, which comes more naturally to athletes) that are difficult to explain and 
demonstrate. When teaching athletes how to do the breaststroke, Coach #8 noted he goes 
through the following steps: 
1. First, he stands on the pool deck with the athlete. Coach #8 demonstrates the arm 
movements of the breaststroke, and then asks the athlete to replicate them. 
2. While the athlete is performing the arm movements on the pool deck, Coach #8 talks 
through the important skill cues. 
3. The athlete is then asked to enter the water. Coach #8 gives the athlete a kick board 
and asks the athlete to "kick like a frog." "That visual helps some people," Coach #8 
notes. If athletes do not understand the "kick like a frog" reference, Coach #8 will 
hold one of the athlete's legs and move it in the kicking motion he would like the 
athlete to perform. The athlete is then asked to perform the kick independently while 
Coach #8 calls out important skill cues. 
4. After the athlete demonstrates competency with the kick, the coach removes the kick 
board and asks the athlete to incorporate the previously practiced arm movements with 
the kick. 
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To introduce his athletes to the breaststroke, Coach #8 used teaching methods that 
speak to visual, verbal, and kinesthetic learning styles. In order to teach new skills in an 
environment that limits two critical methods of information transfer (hearing is limited 
because athletes' heads are underwater during large portions of their laps; vision is 
limited because skills cannot be accurately demonstrated on a pool deck or underwater), 
aquatics coaches must use various instructional methods to introduce athletes to new 
skills. Interestingly, the use of differentiated instruction by this study's two aquatics 
coaches was not primarily employed with athletes' diverse learning needs in mind; 
instead, the use of differentiated instruction was a solution to a communication problem. 
Learning environment 
Interview transcripts were analyzed using inductive content analysis by grouping 
individual meaning units into lower-order themes according to similar content within 
each instructional behavior. Lower-order themes were then grouped into second order or 
higher-order themes. Content analysis resulted in 47 total meaning units, which were 
then synthesized into 19 total lower-order themes and 8 higher-order themes. Table 33 
provides an overview of higher- and lower-order themes analyzed in this section. 
Autonomy 
Similar to data compiled from observation field notes, coach interviews yielded 
three higher-order themes regarding autonomy: athlete choice, athlete initiative through 
practice routines, and athlete identity. 
Five of the eight study participants stated that they provide athletes with choices 
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during every practice. Coaches stated that athlete choices included selecting equipment, 
deciding if the team should take a water break, deciding the order of stretches during the 
warm-up, and deciding which drills to do when given a choice. Coaches felt that offering 
athletes choices helped athletes feel more engaged in practice and also taught the athletes 
responsibility. Coach #5 noted: 
It's urn, it's kind of on the idea of buy-in. I'm not going to get an athlete to do 
something that they don't want to do. And so, I pull it from my parenting 
experience. I can control the choices I offer, and then you have the responsibility 
to make the choice. And whatever you choose, I'm going to hold you to that, 
because you made this choice. And now you've gotta follow through with that. 
So, there are also some broader life lessons there. 
Coaches also noted that routine was used to encourage athletes to take initiative 
with several aspects of practice. For example, Coach #3 routinely had athletes begin 
running laps at the start of practice. Following their laps, athletes would gather in a circle 
and stretch. Repeated performance of this routine helped athletes on Coach #3's team 
take initiative to being warm-ups on days when the coach was late to practice. Coach #3 
said: 
Well, it helps me a lot because I'm running late sometimes. So, it's great when, 
you know, it's time for practice to start and I'm not there and [ATHLETE 
NAME] will round everyone up to run laps and get things started. It's good for 
when athletes come in late, too, because they just know what to do to get involved 
with the practice. 
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TABLE33 
Higher and lower-order themes emerging from 47 meaning units recorded 
from coach interviews: Learning environment 
Behavior Higher-order Lower-order theme(s) 
theme(s) 
Initiative • Routine 
• Selecting equipment 
• Water break decisions 
Autonomy 
Choice Warm-up decisions • 
• Drill choices 
• Accept athletes as they are Identity 
• Allowing athletes to express themselves 
• Athletes familiar with drills 
Repeated use of drills • Athletes comfortable at practice 
• Athletes become good at repeated drills 
Competence • Each athlete has different capabilities Measures of success 
• Praise for all successes 
• Raising expectations Excellence 
• Surprised family members/fans 
Relatedness • First names when addressing athletes Names 
• Teammates must learn names 
• Compassion from higher-skilled athletes 
to lower-skilled athletes 
Caring • Athletes help each other 
• Athletes show compassion towards 
opponents 
Coaches #1, #2, #3 and #8 spoke about their roles in helping athletes form 
identities. Fostering athlete identity formation was noted by the participants as an 
important coaching responsibility, primarily due to coaches' own memories of identity 
formation through sport participation. Coaches #1, #2, #3, and #8 unanimously stated 
that they fostered athletes' identity formation by "accepting athletes" as they are and by 
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supporting the individual sport and social goals of each athlete. Coach #1 noted: 
[ATHLETE NAME] is probably the best player and ... he's a great guy. Maybe 
too much with the costumes, with the arm band, with the jerseys. He just dyed his 
hair. He's a freaking blonde. [COACH# 1 ROLLS HIS EYES] He wanted to do 
it for his birthday. For his birthday he wanted to be a blonde. And I was like, 
"freakin' blonde?" But I saw him the other day and I didn't say anything. I said, 
"Jeeze, I think it looks good, [ATHLEfE NAME]." 
Competence 
With regard to competence, three higher-order themes resulted from analysis of 
interview transcripts: repeated use of drills, measures of success relative to athletes' 
capabilities, and excellence. 
Coaches #1, #2, #3, and #4 all noted that repeated use of the same practice drills 
helped athletes feel more comfortable and familiar in the practice environment, as well as 
more physically and cognitively capable inside of the drill. Speaking about repeated use 
of familiar drills, Coach #3 noted: 
Yeah, we did a lot of the same [drills]. Every year we work on one or two [drills] 
a lot, try to repeat the same ones. So that really comes through. Saves time, don't 
have to keep taking time to teach them new stuff. They like it too, it gets familiar, 
you know? They get to know the feeling of getting really good at something over 
time. I want them to feel that, instead of throwing all these new drills at them and 
then they feel like they're at square one every time they come to practice. 
During interviews with study participants, each coach noted that they measured 
success relative to individual athletes' goals and physical capabilities. It was also 
unanimously stated that in a sporting environment where athlete ability levels can be 
markedly disparate, athletes should be regularly praised for individual achievements. 
Study participants expressed a hope that the delivery of consistent, individual praise 
would raise athletes' perceptions of competence. Noting his changing perceptions of 
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competence from athlete to athlete, Coach #1 stated: 
"Now, [ATHLETE NAME 1] has come a long way. What's a long way? I can 
get him to dribble up the length of the court. Usually with one hand the whole 
way- usually. That's good! And I tell him that, I tell him he's doing a great job 
when he dribbles with one hand. And then you have [ATHLETE NAME 2]. 
He's a pro, I'll tell ya. What's good for him? Left-handed lay-ups, sinking seven 
out of ten foul shots, setting a screen without moving his feet. And it's harder for 
him to get a "good job" out of me than [ATHLETE NAME 1], because he's gotta 
show me a lot more. But when I see him pushing himself- you know, do in' the 
stuff no one really likes to practice - I praise him." 
Speaking about the importance of recognizing and praising the individual 
competence of each Special Olympics athlete, Coach #5 stated: 
So it's- honest to God, it comes down to celebrating the success of each 
individual athlete. And hopefully, it carries over into the other parts of their lives. 
And hopefully, their families and - I - you know, I told ya I had those three 
[athletes] who started the team with me, almost 20 years ago now. [ATHLETE 
NAME 1] just finished her first year at [UNIVERSITY] in the [ACADEMIC 
PROGRAM]. That's success: she's living in the dorm, doing her own meal plan, 
completely independent. That's- that's success. And her teammate [ATHLETE 
NAME 2], who is significantly more [disabled] cognitively and physically is 
living in a house with a roommate and a live-in guardian. That's success. That's 
huge, that's huge. Urn, when we go to Summer Games, every time ... a parent 
says, "yes, my athlete can spend two nights with you in those dorms," that's 
huge. You know, there'sjust so much in that one event. These are parents who 
never thought their kids would have an overnight without them. It's just- yeah. 
It's a big deal. It's a really big deal. [COACH #5 WIPES A TEAR FROM HER 
CHEEK] 
All eight coaches interviewed for this study spoke about their demand for 
excellence relative to the capabilities of their athletes and teams. It was the resounding 
hope of study participants that communicating expectations of excellence would increase 
athletes' perceptions of competence. Speaking about raising expectations for athlete 
performance, Coach #2 noted: 
I got this from Special Olympics a few years ago; it was an expression they 
started using, and it- and I've seen it really come to form. And that is "raising 
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expectations." You know, that's now part of my technical sort of talk, or thought 
process. It is so true because ... the athlete may be lower-skilled, you know, 
from the beginning to the end of the season. There are expectations for that level 
of learning, that level of skill. Yes, a more highly-skilled basketball player you 
assume can, urn, raise his game to a certain point. But, even the lower-skilled 
player can raise their expectations, and the onus is on us to expect that from all of 
the athletes. So, I'm really, really conscious of that. Raising expectations. 
[For instance], I'm thinking even- we had a new girl this year. [ATHLETE 
NAME] was her name ... this was her first year coming. And yeah, she really 
couldn't do anything. But, by the end, she was sliding her feet side to side and 
making chest passes, you know. The expectation was that by season's end, she 
wouldn't be crossing over her feet when she slid. So, whatever the level is, you 
can always raise those expectations. 
Speaking about her requirement for each of her gymnasts to train for all-around 
competition, Coach #5 highlighted a time when she was reminded her standards for 
athletes' competence may exceed those of Special Olympics fans and family members: 
We encourage [the athletes] to be all-around athletes. We encourage them, we 
encourage them to compete all-around. If they're not ready the day of the 
competition, we'll scratch them, but we want them to train all-around. You know, 
my background is in the gym and I don't see it from an outsider's perspective. 
Last year at Summer Games, there was somebody visiting from out of town and 
they did not have any gymnastics experience. And they were watching the 
women's artistic competition and they said, "those girls get up on that high beam 
and do those tricks!" She was like, "I would never in my lifetime do what those 
girls are doing!" And I'm like, "Ohh, really? Why not?" You know, but it was 
like, "Ohhh." And I remember that a balance beam in four inches wide, and when 
you do a back walkover it's the width of your hand, and that's how wide it is. 
And the girls are up there, they're doing hand stands and jumps and balancing, 
and- yeah, you know, you know, and the girls know they're doing something 
incredible. The athletes, all of them- the boys too- they really do get pride from 
it, as they should. 
Relatedness 
Data interpretation of coaches' views of relatedness yielded two higher-order 
themes: use of athlete names and caring for teammates and opponents. 
Coaches were unanimous in their agreement that use of athletes' first names or 
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nicknames fostered feelings of relatedness between coaches and athletes and athletes and 
athletes. Coach #2 noted: 
I think one of the key things I do, because I think it's these kids building up a -
getting an exercise regimen, but they're also increasing social relationships. 
That's why I have these kids introduce themselves at the beginning of every 
practice. And, I tell these kids, "by year's end, you will know every one of your 
teammates." And, I think it's subtle- not so subtle on my part- but it does 
happen, you know. By the end of the year- keep in mind most of these kids are 
not classmates or even town mates -but by the end of the year, they're 
teammates. They know everyone's name. And often, I make every attempt not to 
say "athletes" or [Unified] "partners," you know, like I'm distinguishing a 
difference. Everyone is an athlete together. Everyone is a teammate with a name. 
Several coaches (#1, #2, #3, #4, and #6) spoke about the importance of teaching 
their higher-skilled athletes to be compassionate towards lower-skilled athletes. Coach 
#1 noted: 
[ATHLETE NAME 1] knows what he's doin', and I've talked with him, you 
know: "[ATHLETE NAME 1], this team isn't very good. I don't want to run the 
score up, and I want [ATHLETE NAME 2]," who just stands there and smiles,"-
get him the ball." You know, so if I can talk to them, especially kids like 
[ATHLETE NAME 1], usually I can use them. You know. They - kids like 
[ATHLETE 1], they're good. And I tell 'em, "you're good and I see that. But 
you know what will make you great? If you use how good you are to help other 
people on your team." 
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CHAPTER FIVE: INDIVIDUAL COACH DATA AND DESCRIPTIONS 
While providing unique insight into the instructional practices of Massachusetts 
Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches, quantitative data in the present study are 
restrictedly two-dimensional; that is to say, the first dimension only tells the reader what 
instructional practices the study participants demonstrated, and the second dimension 
only tells the reader what the instructional practices looked like. It can be suggested that 
this two-dimensional data interpretation neglects to provide the reader with a critical, 
third dimension of insight into study participants and their instructional practices. In 
addition to presenting each coach's unique quantitative data, this chapter seeks to present 
a third dimension that provides contextual background into who the study participants are 
as coaches. By providing the reader with a third dimension through which study 
participants can be viewed, chapter five aims to create a holistic interpretation of data. 
Coach descriptions included in this section describe in detail study participants 
through the lens of the researcher: a Special Olympics coach, youth sport coach, and 
sport-coaching academic. Descriptions were compiled using collected data from field 
notes, audio-recordings from observed practices, and audio-recordings from interviews. 
Coach #1: Basketball 
Quantitative data 
Table 14 presents Coach #1 's total number of observed instructional behaviors, 
instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior percentage, and instruction 
behavior frequency rank. Coach #1 was observed performing 255 instructional behaviors 
during 135 minutes of observation, averaging 1.89 behaviors per minute and 85 behaviors 
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per practice. 
Positive corrections were the most frequently demonstrated instructional behavior 
(32.55%, n = 83), closely followed by encouragement (31.37%, n = 80). Positive 
correction and encouragement stood out among Coach #l 's instructional behaviors, 
comprising 63.92% of total behaviors. Corresponding with their close frequency counts, 
the RPM's for positive correction and encouragement were also close, 0.61 and 0.59, 
respectively. 
Following positive correction and encouragement, Coach #1 most frequently 
exhibited attempts to acquire and maintain athletes' attention (9.41 %, n = 24). This 
behavior generated less frequent RPMs when compared to positive corrections and 
encouragement, yielding a 0.18 RPM. When the top-three ranked behaviors are totaled, 
they account for 73.33% of Coach #1 's recorded instructional behaviors. 
Data in table 15 show Coach #1 's total timed instructional behaviors during 
observed practices. Time on task accounted for 71.83% of Coach #1 's timed 
instructional behaviors (n = 96.97 minutes). Settling time accounted for the next highest 
percent of timed instructional behaviors (13.5%, n = 18.23 minutes), followed by wait 
time (9.83%, n = 13.27 minutes). Coach #I 's instruction delivery talk time was the 
smallest timed instruction behavior, totaling 4.84% (n = 6.53 minutes) of timed 
instructional behaviors recorded during the three observed practices. Instruction delivery 
talk time averaged 2.17 minutes, or 4.8%, of each observed practice. 
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TABLE 14 
Coach #1: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency (event) RPM % Rank 
Attention 24 0.18 9.41% 3 
Understanding 20 0.15 7.84% 5 
Encouragement 80 0.59 31.37% 2 
Correction + 83 0.61 32.55% 1 
Correction - 1 0.01 0.39% 9 
Rewards 0 0 0.00% 10 
Peer demonstration 9 0.07 3.53% 7 
Games-based learning 4 0.03 1.57% 8 
Tactical and technical cues 22 0.16 8.63% 4 
Differentiated instruction 12 0 .09 4.71% 6 
TOTAL Behaviors 255 1.89 100.00% 
TABLE 15 
Coach #1: Total timed behaviors 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time (minutes) % Rank 
Settling time 18.23 13.50% 2 
Wait time 13.27 9.83% 3 
Instruction delivery talk time 6.53 4.84% 4 
Time on task 96.97 71.83% 1 
TOTAL time (minutes) 135 100.00% 
Coach description 
With a thick Boston accent and an assured presence, Coach #1 is the Special 
Olympics coaching hybrid of John Wooden and Pat Summitt. Like Summitt, Coach #1 is 
exceedingly difficult to please; like Wooden, Coach #1 emphasizes mastery of 
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fundamentals and technical skills over showmanship. Maintaining a straight face during 
most of his practices, Coach #1 demands excellence and effort from every athlete on his 
team, regardless of disability diagnosis or ability. 
His athletes, a group of men and women who vary widely in age (17 - 55 years 
old) and ability, look for Coach #1 's approval following almost every skillfully made 
basket and well-executed pass. A hard-earned high-five or thumbs-up from Coach #1 
often yields broad smiles or arms raised in victory from athletes. 
Coach #1 speaks only when delivering instruction or feedback to athletes; his 
decades of Special Olympics coaching experience have sieved nervous stammers, small-
talk, and irrelevant observations from his coaching vernacular. When delivering 
feedback, Coach #1 quickly gets to the point and does not sugar-coat observations or 
corrections. During a dribbling drill where athletes were asked to weave in and out of 
cones, Coach #1 was observed stopping a highly-skilled athlete mid-dribble to say: 
[ATHLETE NAME], you're palming the ball and you're not dribbling all the way 
around the cones. Who do you play for, [NAME OF RIVAL TEAM]? Come on, 
we all know you can do better. Go back to the first cone and show me you can do 
this right. 
In the same practice, Coach #1 paused a scrimmage to speak to an athlete whose 
pass was intercepted by the opposing team. Standing next to the athlete with the game 
ball under his arm, Coach #1 said: 
[ATHLETE NAME], not a very good pass, so I'm going to give the ball back to 
you and you're going to do a do-over. To start, you're going to make a better 
pass. You can pass [THE BALL] to him [POINTS TO A TEAMMATE] or 
someone else, but you gotta make it a good pass. 
124 
When asked about the inspiration for his tough-love coaching style, Coach #1 
cites his younger brother, who was born with Down Syndrome. Coach #1 never thought 
of his brother as "different": they wrestled, set up practical jokes, fought, and played 
together. Coach #1 tried to teach his brother the same things he'd taught friends and 
young neighbors, including how to ride a bike: 
I used to do cycle for years, and my mother wanted me to have [my brother] come 
out and do cycle. And I said, "But he doesn't like it!" But then, you know, I was 
like, "Alright, fine, he can come out." And I was right, he didn't like it: he was a 
swimmer and I was a biker. But anyway, we were out one time and he dido 't 
want to be there, he was all done. So basically, he was barreling down a steep hill 
by our house on his bike, and if you didn't have your feet ready to brake, you 
were done, you were going down. And, he went down. Hard. He went down and 
slammed on the ground. And I says, "Get up! You're gonna get yourself back on 
that bike." Well, my mother saw it and she says, "You were mean to him!" And 
I says, "No, I wasn't! He needs to learn how to get back up!" We made a pact 
right after that, [my brother] and me. I says, "You're gonna stay outta biking and 
I'm gonna stay outta swimming. Alright?" And then I says, "But come on, I've 
never seen anybody go completely down, and you did it in front of mom!" 
While his current team is not comprised of cyclists, the tough-love and hard-
earned praise Coach #1 gives his athletes are reminiscent of a boy telling his younger 
brother, "Get up! You're gonna get yourself back on that bike." 
Coach #2: Basketball 
Quantitative data 
Table 16 presents Coach #2's total number of observed instructional behaviors, 
instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior percentage, and instruction 
behavior frequency rank. Coach #2 was observed performing 290 instructional behaviors 
during 135 minutes of observation, averaging 2.15 behaviors per minute and 96.7 
behaviors per practice. 
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Encouragement stood out as the most frequently demonstrated instructional 
behavior (42.76%, n = 124), with positive corrections (15.86%, n = 46) in a distant 
second position. It is notable that there is a difference of78 behavior occurrences 
between the top-ranked behavior (encouragement) and second-ranked behavior (positive 
corrections). Further illustrating the disparate frequency counts between encouragement 
and positive corrections, RPMs for encouragement were 0.92 and RPMs for positive 
correction were 0.34. Ranked third in frequency, attention behaviors totaled 25 observed 
occurrences (8.62%) and an RPM of0.19. 
Notably, the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth-ranked behaviors were all very close in 
frequency, percent, and RPM. Having only one fewer behavior occurrence than 
attention, differentiated instruction totaled 24 observed occurrences (8.28%), and an 
RPM of 0.18. Assessing athletes' understanding was the fifth-ranked behavior (7 .93%, n 
= 23), followed by use of tactical and technical cues (7 .24%, n = 21). RPMs for 
understanding and tactical and technical cues were 0.17 and 0.16, respectively. 
Data in table 17 show Coach #2's total timed instructional behaviors during 
observed practices. Time on task accounted for 80.00% of Coach #2's timed 
instructional behaviors (n = 108 minutes). Wait time accounted for the next highest 
percent of timed instructional behaviors (8.39%, n = 11.33 minutes), followed by 
instruction delivery talk time (6.01 %, n = 8.12 minutes). Instruction delivery talk time 
averaged 2.70 minutes, or 6.01 %, of each observed practice. Settling time was the 
smallest timed instruction behavior, totaling 5.5 9% (n = 7.55 minutes) of timed 
instructional behaviors recorded during the three observed practices. 
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TABLE16 
Coach #2: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%: Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency (event) RPM % Rank 
Attention 25 0.19 8.62% 3 
Understanding 23 0.17 7.93% 5 
Encouragement 124 0.92 42.76% 1 
Correction + 46 0.34 15.86% 2 
Correction - 0 0 0.00% 9 
Rewards 0 0 0.00% 9 
Peer demonstration 11 0.08 3.79% 8 
Games-based learning 16 0.12 5.52% 7 
Tactical and technical cues 21 0.16 7.24% 6 
Differentiated instruction 24 0.18 8.28% 4 
TOTAL Behaviors 290 2.15 100.00% 
TABLE17 
Coach #2: Total timed behaviors 
%: Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time % Rank 
(minutes) 
Settling time 7.55 5.59% 4 
Wait time 11.33 8.39% 2 
Instruction delivery talk time 8.12 6.01% 3 
Time on task 108 80.00% 1 
TOTAL time (minutes) 135 100.00% 
Coach description 
Coach #2 greets every athlete, parent, and sibling as they enter the gymnasium . 
"Hello! It's great to see you today," Coach #2 says to an athlete, "thank you for corning 
to practice today." 
"How was your swim meet?" Coach #2 asks to another athlete. 
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''Tell me how the school talent show went!" Coach #2 eagerly says to a young girl 
wearing a Boston Celtics jersey. 
Mter coaching neuro-typical young athletes for 18 years, Coach #2 crossed into 
the Special Olympics coaching world at the recommendation of his daughter, who was 
then an undergraduate student studying special education. "She just thought I'd be good 
at it," Coach #2 explains, "so I thought I'd give it a try." If the popularity of his program 
is any indicator of him "being good at it," Coach #2's daughter was on the mark. 
Coach #2's team, a young group of athletes 8 -15 years old with an array of 
disability diagnoses and abilities, is comprised of families from local, near-by, and distant 
towns. Since Coach #2 began his program almost ten years ago, his enrollment numbers 
have increased every year. "[Special Olympics families] talk to each other a lot, and 
once word gets out there's a program that's good with lower-ability kids, that's it- they'll 
do whatever it takes to make the trip every weekend to get their kid to that program," 
Coach #2 says about his program's growth. 
When asked about goals for his basketball program, Coach #2 responded: 
Well, history has always shown me they love the environment of being together. 
It's a social opportunity to get together, if you will. The athletes look forward to 
being with each other. So, promoting social relationships- you know, friendships 
-understanding what a teammate is. That's important. I also want them to 
understand a lifestyle of exercise, and you know ,just staying active. One of the 
first questions I always ask these kids after vacation or break is, "How many of 
you played basketball this past week?" Very few of them do. So, you know, the 
goal is to keep them still moving. Yeah, that's why [ATHLETE NAME]'s mom 
brings her to a program like mine. And you know, it's not just social interaction. 
Social interaction is important, but so is keeping this population active and 
moving. 
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When Coach #2 works with his athletes, he exudes infectious positivity, 
encouragement, and enthusiasm that encourages even the most unwilling participants to 
join group stretches, drills, and scrimmages. Athletes who try to fly under the radar as 
wallflowers are quickly identified and engaged in practice. 
Coach #2's practices are not just environments to learn how to play basketball; 
they are places to learn and practice social skills , places to make friends, and places to 
feel accepted. Coach #2's commitment to creating a safe sport and social environment 
extends to his athletes' families, as he is cognizant of the struggles many Special 
Olympics families have: 
So many of these families go through hell and back, having kids with special 
needs. Putting all of the Special Ed services stuff aside, it's hard as a parent, 
seeing your child struggle with something. And, every family deals with it 
differently. For some, it's not as hard as others. But, I've seen some parents- I 
don't know what word to use- they come to my program afraid to talk about their 
kid's disability. They don ' t know how to address their child's Down Syndrome 
or Autism or delay with the outside world. That's why I want this program to be 
a social environment, not just for the athletes, but for the families too . 
During one of Coach #2's observed practices, I witnessed a father bring his son, a 
tall boy with Autism, into the gymnasium. The father sat in an empty section of the 
bleachers, away from other parents and siblings watching the athletes . The father's body 
language was closed: his arms were crossed, his knees and ankles were pressed tightly 
together, and his eyes were trained on his son. While the other parents happily 
complained about excessive amounts of Scout meetings, dance recitals, and other s 'pecial 
Olympics practices, the father remained quiet; he fidgeted in his bleacher seat and 
watched his son with a look of unease on his face . 
During a water break, Coach #2 handed the boy with Autism a large photograph. 
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"Give this to your dad," Coach #2 said to the athlete. As he dutifully walked past me to 
deliver the 8xll present to his father, I caught a glimpse of the photograph in the boy's 
hand. The photograph was a close-up picture of a tall basketball player skillfully 
dribbling a basketball down the court during a recent scrimmage. The athlete's knees 
were bent, his head was up, and he was in control of the basketball. He had a small smile 
on his otherwise focused face, conveying joy in the captured moment. The boy in the 
picture looked confident in what his next move would be; a pass to an open forward, 
maybe. 
I watched the young boy hand his dad the photograph. The father's look of 
unease melted. His arms uncrossed. The father leaned forward towards his son. 
Looking up from the picture, the father's eyes briefly met the gaze of his son. The father 
smiled and said, "Look at you!" With his right index finger, the boy lightly touched the 
glass face his dad's wristwatch, and then, the glossy surface of the photograph. The boy 
returned to practice. 
The father turned his attention back to the basketball player in the picture. He 
marveled at the skilled dribbler for a few more seconds before he rested the single sheet 
of Kodak semi-gloss paper on the seat next to him. Scanning the group of athletes 
practicing their shooting skills, the father smiled when he saw his son sink a perfect 
jump-shot. Now leaning forward, the father rested his right elbow on his right knee and 
quickly wiped a tear from his eye. The photograph Coach #2 had given the father was 
not of a boy with Autism; the photograph was of a boy who was a basketball player. 
Speaking about the support families in his program receive from attending his 
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practices, Coach #2 remarked that he, too, feels the same love and support his 
participants do: 
My son is a recovering drug addict. Hard core heroin addict, all of that stuff. It 
was a horrific, horrific time for our family. But, we lived with that as I was 
coaching Special Olympics. And I found myself, you know, yes, crying and 
feeling upset about my son, and dealing with that. Yet, when I was at practice, I 
was the same way I am today. Our athletes would know nothing of it. And 
actually, to this day, because our son does a lot of public speaking and he spoke at 
the high school a couple months ago and a lot of the [COMMUNITY NAME] 
Special Olympics parents were there, and they said to me, "we had no idea!" Of 
course they didn't have an idea, you know. It was - not that- this is a separate 
issue from all of this, but you know, we never hid our son's drug use. We 
addressed it full on, you know, and, you know, he's not a scumbag- it's a mental 
illness. We were very up front about it and to this day we still are. But so many 
parents said to me, "Oh, we had no idea what you were going through, 'cuz you 
know, basketball practices were always like they always were" kind of thing. I 
mean, I have that ability to separate that from this but, maybe because it gives me 
so much- there's so much love involved. I mean I just love it. The kids, you 
know. 
Coach #3: Basketball 
Quantitative data 
Table 18 presents Coach #3's total number of observed instructional behaviors, 
instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior percentage, and instruction 
behavior frequency rank. Coach #3 was observed performing 416 instructional behaviors 
during 135 minutes of observation, averaging 3.08 behaviors per minute and 138.67 
behaviors per practice. Positive corrections were the most frequently demonstrated 
instructional behavior (38.70%, n = 161), closely followed by encouragement (37 .98%, n 
= 158). When combined, positive corrections and encouragement accounted for over 3/4 
of coach #3's recorded instructional behaviors (76.68%, n = 319). RPMs for positive 
corrections and encouragement were 1.19 and 1.17, respectively. With 107 fewer 
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recorded behaviors than encouragement, use of tactical and technical cues was the third-
ranked observed instruction behavior, totaling 51 occurrences (12.26%) and an RPM of 
0.38. 
Data in table 19 show Coach #3's total timed instructional behaviors during 
observed practices. Time on task accounted for 63.96% of Coach #3's timed 
instructional behaviors (n = 86.34 minutes). Settling time accounted for the next highest 
percent oftimed instructional behaviors (18.07%, n = 24.39 minutes), followed by wait 
time (11.91 %, n = 16.08 minutes). Instruction delivery talk time was the smallest timed 
instruction behavior, totaling 6.07% (n = 8.19 minutes) of timed instructional behaviors 
recorded during the three observed practices. Instruction delivery talk time averaged 2.73 
minutes, or 6.07%, of each observed practice. 
TABLE 18 
Coach #3: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency RPM % Rank 
(event) 
Attention 13 0.1 3.13% 5 
Understanding 16 0.12 3.85% 4 
Encouragement 158 1.17 37.98% 2 
Correction + 161 1.19 38.70% 1 
Correction- 0 0 0.00% 9 
Rewards 0 0 0.00% 9 
Peer demonstration 2 0.01 0.48% 8 
Games-based learning 10 0.07 2.40% 6 
Tactical and technical cues 51 0.38 12.26% 3 
Differentiated instruction 5 0.04 1.20% 7 
TOTAL Behaviors 416 3.08 100.00% 
132 
TABLE 19 
Coach #3: Total timed behaviors 
%:Percent ofbehavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time % Rank 
(minutes) 
Settling time 24.39 18.07% 2 
Wait time 16.08 11.91% 3 
Instruction delivery talk time 8.19 6.07% 4 
Time on task 86.34 63.96% 1 
TOTAL time (minutes) 135 100.00% 
Coach description 
Coach #3 has created a well-oiled, highly efficient, basketball team machine. If 
Coach #3 is late to practice, seasoned team leaders begin warm-ups and stretches. 
Athletes who arrive late to practice enter team activities smoothly, with no prompts. 
Returning to practice following water breaks appears deceptively easy. Athletes take 
home pinneys each week to launder them. A small repertoire of drills is introduced to 
athletes each season, creating efficiency through familiarity. 
Coach #3's decades of Special Olympics coaching experience have taught her that 
routine and consistency is the key to developing flow in practices, as well as 
responsibility and initiative among athletes. Her team, a group of adults with moderate to 
severe intellectual disabilities, takes comfort in the predictability of Coach #3's practices, 
with many athletes able to recite the practice template from memory. 
Coach #3 is a practiced coach-educator, providing athletes with clear one-on-one 
feedback throughout practices. When asked "how much can you teach Special Olympics 
athletes?" Coach #3 replied: 
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Teaching is what makes Special Olympics, Special Olympics. This population -
you know, they have intelligence. They can understand stuff. Not many people 
actually know that, I think. Eunice Kennedy knew that, and thank God she did. 
But- if you tell someone to "follow the guy dribbling the basketball," you have a 
robot following a ball. If you tell someone to "follow the guy dribbling the 
basketball because you don't want him to pass the ball or score a basket," you 
have an athlete playing defense. Coaches need to teach, you know? Teaching is 
empowering, even to Special Olympics athletes. 
Coach #4: Volleyball 
Quantitative data 
Table 20 presents Coach #4's total number of observed instructional behaviors, 
instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior percentage, and instruction 
behavior frequency rank. Coach #4 was observed performing 397 instructional behaviors 
during 135 minutes of observation, averaging 2.94 behaviors per minute and 132.34 
behaviors per practice. 
Encouragement was the most frequently demonstrated instructional behavior 
(35.52%, n = 141), closely followed by positive correction (27 .20%, n = 108). RPMs for 
encouragement and positive corrections were 1.04 and 0.80, respectively. With 47 fewer 
recorded behaviors than positive corrections, use of tactical and technical cues was the 
third-ranked observed instruction behavior, totaling 61 occurrences (15.37%) and an 
RPM of0.45. When combined, Coach #4's top-three ranked recorded instructional 
behaviors totaled 78.09%. 
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TABLE20 
Coach #4: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%:Percent ofbehavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency RPM % Rank 
(event) 
Attention 29 0.21 7.30% 4 
Understanding 26 0.19 6.55% 5 
Encouragement 141 1.04 35.52% 1 
Correction+ 108 0.8 27.20% 2 
Correction - 0 0 0.00% 9 
Rewards 0 0 0.00% 9 
Peer demonstration 9 0.07 2.27% 7 
Games-based learning 7 0.05 1.76% 8 
Tactical and technical cues 61 0.45 15.37% 3 
Differentiated instruction 16 0.12 4.03% 6 
TOTAL Behaviors 397 2.94 100.00% 
Data in table 21 show Coach #4's total timed instructional behaviors during 
observed practices. Time on task accounted for 60.42% of Coach #4's timed 
instructional behaviors (n = 81.57 minutes). Settling time accounted for the next highest 
percent of timed instructional behaviors (18.13%, n = 24.48 minutes), followed by wait 
time (14.22%, n = 19.20 minutes). 
Instruction delivery talk time was the smallest timed instruction behavior, totaling 
7.22% (n = 9.75 minutes) of timed instructional behaviors recorded during the three 
observed practices. Instruction delivery talk time averaged 3.25 minutes, or 7 .22%, of 
each observed practice. 
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TABLE21 
Coach #4: Total timed behaviors 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time (minutes) % Rank 
Settling time 24.48 18.13% 2 
Wait time 19.2 14.22% 3 
Instruction delivery talk time 9.75 7.22% 4 
Time on task 81.57 60.42% 1 
TOTAL time (minutes) 135 100.00% 
Coach description 
As soon as Coach #4 enters the practice gymnasium, he's mobbed by athletes. 
"Coach, I don't have a ride home." 
"Coach, did you watch the Celtics last night?" 
"Coach, I forgot what time we're leaving for the State Games." 
"Coach, was I supposed to sign a form?" 
"Coach, the volleyballs aren't here yet." 
With skilled patience, Coach #4 speaks with each athlete, calming anxieties and 
trouble-shooting logistical complications. Few of Coach #4's athletes, adults with a 
range of disabilities, come to practice with parents or guardians. Many are tasked with 
figuring out how to get to and from practice themselves. In a community with a median 
household income of a little over $34,000 (the average median household income for 
programs involved in this study was $72, 000), athletes in Coach #4's program have a 
unique set of challenges athletes in other Massachusetts Special Olympics programs may 
not experience: access to transportation, access to medical care, appropriate sports 
clothing and footwear, parent/guardian language barriers, and safety within the 
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community. 
When Coach #4 works with his athletes, it is evident he is committed to providing 
them with a safe environment that fosters transferable life skills, namely initiative and 
leadership. Coach #3 has identified a handful of athlete leaders on his team- athletes 
who are skilled at providing direction and feedback to their teammates - and encourages 
them to assume leadership roles on the team. Some manage their peers' behavior, while 
others officiate practice scrimmages. Other leaders offer technical help to teammates 
during drills. 
Coach #4 wants his athletes to feel like they are valued, important members of his 
team, and he makes a point to welcome athletes to practice after they have been absent. 
"[ATHLETE NAME]! We missed you! Glad to have you back!" Coach #4 exclaimed to 
an athlete after a three-week absence from practice. "Yeah, hi Coach," the athlete 
replied, "I wasn't here 'cuz I had to take care of some stuff. I had lots going on." 
Retrieving two chairs from the side of the gym, Coach #4 motioned for the athlete to join 
him and said, "Come over here and tell me about it." With his assistant coaches running 
a bumping and setting drill, Coach #4 sat with the athlete for ten minutes to talk about the 
large responsibilities she was managing in her life. 
Following their conversation, Coach #4 began an all-team scrimmage. When the 
athlete he had spoken to on the folding chairs missed a ball she was trying to serve, 
Coach #4 used gentle humor to tease the athlete and reinforce the importance of attending 
practice: "A little uhhhhhh- haven't been to practice in a little while, huh? Yon missed 
it. Woulda had that two weeks ago!" Coach #4's light-hearted jab was met by a 
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determined smile from the athlete, who then hit a perfect serve over the net. 
Coach #5: Gymnastics 
Quantitative data 
Table 22 presents Coach #5's total number of observed instructional behaviors, 
instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior percentage, and instruction 
behavior frequency rank. Coach #5 was observed performing 315 instructional behaviors 
during 135 minutes of observation, averaging 2.33 behaviors per minute and 105 
behaviors per practice. 
Tactical and technical cues were the most frequently demonstrated instructional 
behavior (25.40%, n = 80), followed by encouragement (19.37%, n = 61). RPMs for 
tactical and technical cues and encouragement were 0.59 and 0 .45, respectively. Use of 
differentiated instruction was the third-ranked observed instruction behavior, totaling 46 
occurrences (14.60%) and an RPM of 0.34. When combined, these top three-ranked 
behaviors accounted for over half (59 .37%) of Coach #5 ' s observed instructional 
behaviors. 
Data in table 23 show Coach #5's total timed instructional behaviors during 
observed practices. Time on task accounted for 40.30% of Coach #5's timed 
instructional behaviors (n = 54.40 minutes). Wait time accounted for the next highest 
percent of timed instructional behaviors (28.07%, n = 37.90 minutes), followed by 
settling time (24.52%, n = 33.10 minutes). Instruction delivery talk time was the smallest 
timed instruction behavior, totaling 7.11% (n = 9.60 minutes) of timed instructional 
behaviors recorded during the three observed practices. Instruction delivery talk time 
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averaged 3.20 minutes, or7.11 %, of each observed practice . 
TABLE22 
Coach #5: Total frequency , RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%:Percent ofbehavior occurrences out ofthe total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency (event) RPM % Rank 
Attention 37 0.27 11.75% 5 
Understanding 35 0.26 11.11% 6 
Encouragement 61 0.45 19.37% 2 
Correction + 40 0.3 12.70% 4 
Correction - 1 0.01 0.32% 9 
Rewards 9 0.07 2.86% 7 
Peer demonstration 5 0.04 1.59% 8 
Games-based learning 1 0 .01 0.32% 9 
Tactical and technical cues 80 0.59 25.40% 1 
Differentiated instruction 46 0.34 14.60% 3 
TOTAL Behaviors 315 2.33 100.00% 
TABLE23 
Coach #5: Total timed behaviors 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time (minutes) % Rank 
Settling time 33.1 24.52% 3 
Wait time 37.9 28.07% 2 
Instruction delivery talk time 9.6 7 .11% 4 
Time on task 54.4 40.30% 1 
TOTAL time (minutes) 135 100.00% 
Coach description 
Coach #5's contagious laugh echoes throughout the entire gymnastics facility and 
air drops feelings of joy. Her team, a large group of boys and girls ranging from 8 to 18 
years old, includes athletes with high-functioning Asperger Syndrome and low-
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functioning Down Syndrome. No matter the disability diagnoses or perceived abilities of 
her athletes, Coach #5 sets the bar high for every athlete on her roster. 
Working in a sport environment that has a considerable degree of danger, Coach 
#5 clearly communicates safety and behavior rules to her athletes. To maintain athletes' 
safety, Coach #5 works with parents when communication barriers or behavioral issues 
come up: 
I set very high expectations for my athletes. There are rules to follow, and they 
learn them. And they follow them. And you know, it's fantastic. And there's 
situations you know, I run into behavior struggles with certain athletes and I 
encourage the assistant coaches to talk to the parent. "Do you see this behavior at 
home? How to you handle it at home? What are some strategies that I can use in 
the gym? What strategies don't work?" You know, "what does work?" So 
there's really a partnership at all levels of the team. 
When working with athletes, Coach #5 demands effort and often rewards hard 
work with a few minutes on a trampoline or foam pit. She respects athletes as individual 
thinkers, and often asks them if they are feeling scared when they are on apparatuses. 
Athletes who indicate they feel scared are allowed to take breaks. 
Asked about her goal for her athletes, Coach #5 indicated that she wants athletes 
to gain self-esteem through participation in her program, and hopes they feel good about 
themselves when they leave practice each week. 
Coach #6: Track and Field 
Quantitative data 
Table 24 presents Coach #6's total number of observed instructional behaviors, 
instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior percentage, and instruction 
behavior frequency rank. Coach #6 was observed performing 137 instructional behaviors 
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during 135 minutes of observation, averaging 1.01 behaviors per minute and 45.66 
behaviors per practice. 
Tactical and technical cues and positive corrections were tied for the most 
frequently demonstrated instructional behaviors (21.17%, n = 29),followed by 
encouragement (16.06%, n = 22). RPMs for tactical and technical cues and positive 
corrections 0.21, and RPMs for encouragement 0.16. When combined, these top three-
ranked behaviors accounted for over half (58.40%) of Coach #6's observed instructional 
behaviors. 
Data in table 25 show Coach #6's total timed instructional behaviors during 
observed practices. Time on task accounted for 43.36% of Coach #6's timed 
instructional behaviors (n = 58.53 minutes). Wait time accounted for the next highest 
percent of timed instructional behaviors (33.48%, n = 45.20 minutes), followed by 
settling time (18.64%, n = 25.17 minutes). 
Instruction delivery talk time was the smallest timed instruction behavior, totaling 
4.52% (n = 6.10 minutes) of timed instructional behaviors recorded during the three 
observed practices. Instruction delivery talk time averaged 2.03 minutes, or 4.51 %, of 
each observed practice. 
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TABLE24 
Coach #6: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%: Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency RPM % Rank 
(event) 
Attention 16 0.12 11 .68% 5 
Understanding 13 0.1 9.49% 6 
Encouragement 22 0.16 16.06% 3 
Correction + 29 0.21 21.17% 1 
Correction - 0 0 0.00% 8 
Rewards 0 0 0.00% 8 
Peer demonstration 9 0.07 6.57% 7 
Games-based learning 0 0 0.00% 8 
Tactical and technical cues 29 0.21 21.17% 1 
Differentiated instruction 19 0.14 13.87% 4 
TOTAL Behaviors 137 1.01 100.00% 
TABLE25 
Coach #6: Total timed behaviors 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time (minutes) % Rank 
Settling time 25 .17 18.64% 3 
Wait time 45.2 33.48% 2 
Instruction deli very talk time 6.1 4.52% 4 
Time on task 58.53 43.36% 1 
TOTAL time (minutes) 135 100.00% 
Coach description 
Coach #6 runs her practices with a serious demeanor that emphasizes safety and 
athlete performance. She clearly states her expectations for athletes' progress during 
practices, and her ears repel athletes' excuses, complaints, and "I cant's." Coach #6 
delivers pithy feedback to athletes and consistently challenges them to throw further, to 
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run faster, and to push themselves more and more. An outside-of-the-box thinker, Coach 
#6 was observed using an assistant coach as a throwing target to motivate an athlete to 
increase his throwing distance. 
Coach #6, a life-long community member in her town, has been working with her 
athletes for years- some of them, decades. She is invested in not only her athletes, but 
their families, as well. Small conversations are had with every family member dropping 
their athlete off for practice, and questions about brothers, sisters , grandparents and 
cousins routinely ensue. 
Coach #7: Aquatics 
Quantitative data 
Table 26 presents Coach #7's total number of observed instructional behaviors, 
instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior percentage, and instruction 
behavior frequency rank. Coach #7 was observed performing 154 instructional behaviors 
during 135 minutes of observation, averaging 1.14 behaviors per minute and 51.33 
behaviors per practice. 
Differentiated instruction was the most frequently occurring instructional 
behavior (24.68%, n = 38), followed by tactical and technical cues (18.83%, n = 29). 
Trailing tactical and technical cues by only one behavior occurrence, instances of 
encouragement totaled 28 (18 .18%). The RPM for differentiated instruction was 0 .28, 
and RPMs for tactical and technical cues and encouragement were both 0.21. When 
combined, these top three-ranked behaviors accounted for over half (61.69%) of Coach 
#7's observed instructional behaviors. 
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TABLE26 
Coach #7: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency RPM % Rank 
(event) 
Attention 19 0.14 12.34% 4 
Understanding 13 0.1 8.44% 6 
Encouragement 28 0.21 18.18% 3 
Correction + 18 0.13 11.69% 5 
Correction - 0 0 0.00% 8 
Rewards 0 0 0.00% 8 
Peer demonstration 9 0.07 5.84% 7 
Games-based learning 0 0 0.00% 8 
Tactical and technical cues 29 0.21 18.83% 2 
Differentiated instruction 38 0.28 24.68% 1 
TOTAL Behaviors 154 1.14 100.00% 
Data in table 27 show Coach #7' s total timed instructional behaviors during 
observed practices. Time on task accounted for 69.07% of Coach #7's timed 
instructional behaviors (n = 93.25 minutes). Wait time accounted for the next highest 
percent of timed instructional behaviors (23.15%, n = 31.25 minutes), followed by 
instruction delivery talk time (7 .78%, n = 10.50 minutes). Instruction delivery talk time 
averaged 3.50 minutes of each observed practice. 
Settling time was the smallest timed instruction behavior, totaling zero percent of 
timed instructional behaviors recorded during the three observed practices. 
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TABLE27 
Coach #7: Total timed behaviors 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time (minutes) % Rank 
Settling time 0 0.00% 4 
Wait time 31.25 23.15% 2 
Instruction delivery talk time 10.5 7.78% 3 
Time on task 93.25 69.07% 1 
TOTAL time (minutes) 135 100.00% 
Coach descriptions 
Coach #7 is organized and efficient. Walking around the pool deck with a thick 
three-ring binder in hand, she can tell you what athletes have missed practice, how many 
times they have missed practice, and on what dates they missed practice. She can tell you 
the competition goals for every one of her twenty athletes, and what practice goals 
athletes have from day to day. 
An involved community member, Coach #7 mingles with parents at several points 
during practices, discussing athletes' progress with school and home goals. She demands 
a high level of performance, and separates lanes according to swimming ability level, 
making sure to put athletes next to the lanes to which they will next advance. "I want 
them to always see what they should be aiming for," Coach #7 explained to me. 
Goal oriented, Coach #7 is proud of her athletes' accomplishments , earning 
countless gold medals in Special Olympics State Games. "We've got a fast team this 
year," Coach #7 told me, "we'll kick some rear at the State Games. Can't wait." 
Unapologetic for her competitiveness, Coach #7 encourages her athletes to push 
themselves to refine strokes, kick harder and improve tum times. Wearing their team 
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uniforms to practice, Speedo suits and matching swim caps for the girls, Speedo knee-
length shorts and matching swim caps for the boys, athletes in Coach #7's program 
appear to thrive under their coach's high expectations, asking the coach for their lap 
times and other analyses. 
"Why should I treat them any different from, you know, the YMCA swim team? 
There's no reason to treat them any different. No reason at all," Coach #7 tells me as she 
records an athlete's splits. "He's two seconds faster overall in the 100 meter backstroke 
since the first week of practice. I bet we can make that four seconds before the State 
Games." Coach #7 smiles and records the goal in her binder. 
Coach #8: Aquatics 
Quantitative data 
Table 28 presents Coach #8's total number of observed instructional behaviors, 
instruction behavior rates per minute, instruction behavior percentage, and instruction 
behavior frequency rank. Coach #7 was observed performing 193 instructional behaviors 
during 135 minutes of observation, averaging 1.43 behaviors per minute and 64.33 
behaviors per practice. 
Differentiated instruction was the most frequently occurring instructional 
behavior (30.05%, n =58), followed by tactical and technical cues (17 .10%, n = 33). 
Following tactical and technical cues by three behavior occurrences, the attention 
behavior totaled 30 behavior occurrences (15.54%). The RPM for differentiated 
instruction was 0.43, and RPMs for tactical and technical cues and attention were .24 and 
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.22, respectively. When combined, these top three-ranked behaviors accounted for over 
half (62.69%) of Coach #8's observed instructional behaviors. 
TABLE28 
Coach #8: Total frequency, RPM, and percentage of behavior occurrence 
Frequency: Number of discrete behaviors recorded 
RPM: Rate of occurrence per minute 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Behavior Frequency RPM % Rank 
(event) 
Attention 30 0.22 15.54% 3 
Understanding 18 0.13 9.33% 6 
Encouragement 24 0 .18 12.44% 5 
Correction+ 25 0.19 12.95% 4 
Correction - 0 0 0.00% 9 
Rewards 3 0.02 1.55% 7 
Peer demonstration 0 0 0.00% 9 
Games-based learning 2 0.01 1.04% 8 
Tactical and technical cues 33 0.24 17.10% 2 
Differentiated instruction 58 0.43 30.05% I 
TOTAL Behaviors 193 1.43 100.00% 
Data in table 29 show Coach #8 ' s total timed instructional behaviors during 
observed practices. Time on task accounted for 76.28% of Coach #8's timed 
instructional behaviors (n = 102.98 minutes). Wait time accounted for the next highest 
percent of timed instructional behaviors (19.63%, n = 26.5 minutes) , followed by 
instruction delivery talk time (4.09%, n = 5.52 minutes). Instruction delivery talk time 
averaged 1.84 minutes of each observed practice. 
Settling time was the smallest timed instruction behavior, totaling zero percent of 
timed instructional behaviors recorded during the three observed practices. 
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TABLE29 
Coach #8: Total timed behaviors 
%:Percent of behavior occurrences out of the total sum of recorded behaviors 
Section Total time (minutes) % Rank 
Settling time 0 0.00% 4 
Wait time 26.5 19.63% 2 
Instruction delivery talk time 5.52 4.09% 3 
Time on task 102.98 76.28% 1 
TOTAL time (minutes) 135 100.00% 
Coach description 
Coach #8 has been coaching for decades. He knows the names of every athlete's 
family member, the background of every family involved in his program, and can tell you 
which athletes in his program may or may not be related due to the marriages of second 
or third cousins. All this knowledge for over thirty athletes. 
Coach #8 smiles with his entire body and welcomes families to practice with 
genuine enthusiasm. He is a jovial man who has high expectations for every athlete in 
his program, despite disability status. Athletes in Coach #8's program range from having 
significant cognitive and physical impairments to high-functioning adults with 
Asperger's Syndrome. Athletes are separated into two pools, one pool for advanced 
swimmers, and one pool for beginning swimmers. Practice in the advanced pool 
resembles a mainstream swim team practice, with assistant coaches' booming training 
sets: "Okay, I want a 50-IM from each of you then a 200, alternating breaststroke and 
freestyle." 
Coach #8 works with athletes in the beginner's pool, a markedly calmer 
environment than the advanced pool. Here, athletes gradually build a relationship with 
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the water, learning how to kick their feet and blow bubbles in the water. Athletes 
complete laps using kick-boards to build their endurance, some of them casting the board 
aside at the end of practice to independently complete two or three laps. When I asked 
Coach #8 about his teaching goals for the athletes in the beginner pool 1 he replied, "Well, 
my end goal for all of these athletes is the same: I want them to know how to be safe in 
the water, and I want them to be familiar - proficient- at every stroke." Following up on 
Coach #8's reply, I asked, "So even [ATHLETE NAME], he's got considerable physical 
and cognitive considerations. You'll even teach [ATHLETE NAME] the breast stroke, 
freestyle, backstroke, and butterfly?" Coach #6 assertively replied, ''That kid can learn 
the strokes just as well as those guys in the other pool. Yes, every athlete in this program 
will be taught to do all of the strokes." 
Coach #8 enjoys catching glimpses of his daughter, a talented Special Olympics 
athlete, as she swims under the direction of assistant coaches in the advanced pool. A 
proud father, Coach #8 enjoys talking about the progress his daughter has made since she 
joined Special Olympics over a decade ago. "Look at her," Coach #8 said to me, "it's 
amazing, really. When she started here, she wouldn't even get in the water. Now, she's 
diving off the blocks and she's one of the fastest swimmers we have. She's done good 
here." Coach #8 smiles, crosses his arms, and gives me a side glimpse while talking 
under his breath, "And of course, she keeps me in line, too." 
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this research study was to identify instructional practices 
demonstrated by Massachusetts Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches. Specifically, 
this study aimed to discover which instructional practices were most commonly used 
among the participant group; what the most commonly used instructional practices 
looked like; and what instructional practices may have contributed to supporting a 
positive learning climate. A second purpose of this study was to use the NCACE (2006) 
Domain Five Observation Instrument (DFOI) to collect data on study participants' 
instructional practices. 
This chapter provides a discussion of research data in the following sections: 
1. Conclusions and recommendations: discrete and timed instructional behaviors 
2. Conclusions and recommendations: instructional behaviors that may have contributed 
to supporting a positive learning environment 
3. Domain Five Observation Instrument: review and recommendations 
4. Study limitations 
5. Recommendations for future study 
6. Summary 
Conclusions and recommendations: discrete and timed instructional behaviors 
Data from this research study found that the discrete behaviors of encouragement, 
positive corrections, and tactical and technical cues were the most common instructional 
behaviors demonstrated by study participants, accounting for 68.33% of all recorded 
behaviors. With regard to timed instructional behaviors, data found that a majority 
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(63.15%) of study participants' practice time was spent engaging athletes in drills or 
other activities (time on task). Notably, coaches averaged only 2.67 minutes of 
instruction delivery talk time per practice (5.95% of practice time). 
The following is a discussion of the three most commonly observed instructional 
behaviors and four timed instructional behaviors examined in this research study. 
Recommendations for coach education programs conclude this section. 
Encouragement 
Accounting for 29.58% of all observed instructional behaviors, encouragement 
was the most common instructional behavior demonstrated by study participants. 
Coaches were noted using encouragement to ignite athletes' interests in tasks and to 
promote effort; coaches were observed encouraging athletes by creating competitive 
scenarios during practices, referencing professional athletes and sports teams, and using 
encouraging phrases (e.g. "You can do it!") and gestures (e.g. a high-five or fist-bump) 
during interactions with athletes. 
When asked about their use of encouragement, study participants said they used 
encouragement to help athletes learn and to maintain athlete retention. Speaking about 
the role of encouragement in athlete learning and retention, Coach #8 offered the 
following reply to the question, "How much can you teach your athletes?" 
How much can I teach them? That's up to them! I can teach them as much as 
they want to learn. And that's the key- as much as they want to learn. [Emphasis 
added by participant] So, it's my job to feed that motivation into our practices. 
And if they're motivated, you won't have any of that behavior stuff or whatever. 
As soon as they realize, "Hey, I want to be here," they won't give you any 
problems. And, you know - they'll probably want to come back here for the next 
practice. 
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Research data show study participants' demonstrations of encouragement 
corresponds with the seven NCACE Domain Five benchmarks associated with the DFOI 
"encouragement" category (see Appendix C). In light of field note and interview data 
highlighting coaches' use of encouragement to stimulate athletes' interests, effort, and 
learning, the NCACE benchmark "recognize individual athletes' unique motivational 
needs and challenges," appears to be a critical touchstone to consider when working with 
athletes who have intellectual disabilities (standard 26). 
It can be hypothesized that study participants' use of encouragement reflects an 
understanding of the biologically- and socially-based challenges faced by the Special 
Olympics athlete population. Because lack of motivation is a common symptom among 
various intellectual disabilities, Special Olympics athletes may be resistant to trying new 
skills or engaging in activities (Kasser & Lytle, 2005; Special Olympics, 2005; Friend, 
2008). Additionally, some disabilities, such as Autism Spectrum Disorders, may result in 
athletes only feeling motivation to perform or engage in a small number of specific 
activities (Friend, 2008). Furthermore, the feedback process can be demotivating for 
Special Olympics athletes, as they may receive a large amount of critiques from their 
school, home, social, or work environments. Discussing athletes' demotivation with 
regard to the overwhelming amount of feedback they receive, Coach #4 stated: 
Imagine you're one of these athletes and you're told from the day you're born 
what you can't do. Every day, you're reminded about what you can't do. And 
then, when you try to do stuff, you're corrected. You hear if from everywhere. 
Wouldn't you need motivation to give some new things a try? 
With the challenge of athlete motivation in mind, it can be suggested that it is 
critical for Special Olympics coaches to fill athlete interactions with encouraging 
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comments and feedback. Supporting this suggestion, adapted sport professionals Kasser 
and Lytle (2005) write: 
The key to increased participation and meaningful involvement in physical 
activity programs [for athletes with disabilities] is to ensure that participants are 
internally motivated to join and be physically active ... practitioners must 
provide positive reinforcements and feedback so that participants feel more 
confident in their abilities to perform a task and engage in the activity. (pg. 37) 
Preliminary data from the current study suggest that encouragement is used 
heavily by notable Special Olympics coaches as an independent instructional behavior. 
In Special Olympics' "Principles of Coaching" manual (2003a), encouragement is 
discussed as an important factor in athletes' learning during the intermediate and 
advanced stages of skill acquisition, as well as an outcome measure following goal-
setting strategies. Interestingly, the "Principles of Coaching" manual (2003a) does not 
discuss encouragement in terms of unique instructional behaviors. Specifically, Part III 
of the manual, "coaching and instructional basic sport skills," does not acknowledge 
encouragement as an important factor in athletes' learning or coaches' instructional 
practices, nor does it provide coaches with specific recommendations for how to include 
encouragement in instructional practices. 
Positive corrections 
Positive corrections was the second most common instructional behavior 
demonstrated by study participants (23.64% of all observed behaviors). Coaches were 
observed seeking proximity control (decreasing the distance between coach and athlete) 
before 484 of the 510 observed positive corrections; it is hypothesized that coaches 
sought proximity control to help athletes see and hear them better, as well as to limit the 
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potential embarrassment associated with public correction. Positive corrections were 
noted to be delivered in four modes: a feedback model, visual references, peer references, 
and kinesthetically. 
The following feedback model was commonly employed by study participants: 
Step 1. Proximity control (decreasing the distance between coach and athlete) was 
obtained by approaching the athlete. 
Step 2. The athlete's attention was solicited by saying the athlete's first name or 
nickname. 
Step 3. A quick explanation of the incorrect action was given. 
Step 4. A quick correction accented with cue words was given. 
Step 5. Athletes were told why the correction would help their performance. 
Step 6. Athletes' understanding was assessed with open-ended questions or requests for 
skill demonstration. 
Step 7. Feedback was ended with an encouraging phrase or gesture. 
Coaches were also noted using visual references, such as showing athletes proper 
hand placement on a basketball or pointing out marked lines on a volleyball court, to 
facilitate athletes' understanding of feedback during positive corrections. For instance, 
Coach #3 was observed approaching an athlete who appeared to be struggling with his 
basketball shooting skills. To clarify how she'd like the athlete to hold his basketball, 
Coach #3 showed him proper and improper hand positions on a basketball: 
[COACH #3 APPROACHES ATHLETE] 
[ATHLEfE NAME], your hands aren't right on the ball. You'll have better luck 
if you put your hands this way [COACH PLACES HER HANDS ON THE 
BASKETBALL] instead of this way [COACH REPOSITIONS HER HANDS ON 
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THE BASKETBALL TO REPUCATE THE ATHLETE'S HAND POSITION]. 
See, when my hands are like this [COACH REPLACES HER HANDS INTO 
THE PREFERRED POSITION] you can see this one [RAISING A HAND] is 
shooting and this one [RAISING THE OTHER HAND] is guiding. Your hands 
like this will help you shoot in a straight line. Now, you try. Let me see you hold 
the ball like you're gonna shoot. [ATHLETE POSITIONS HIS HANDS ON 
THE BALL]. Good, give that a try when you shoot, okay? Excellent, okay. 
Aside from demonstrating how Coach #3 used visual references to clarify feedback to the 
athlete, this quote illustrates her use of the feedback model commonly employed by study 
participants. To detail Coach #3's use of the feedback model, her positive correction is 
broken down into stages of the observed feedback model: 
Step 1. Proximity control was obtained by approaching the athlete. 
[COACH #3 APPROACHES ATHLETE] 
Step 2. The athlete's attention was solicited by saying the athlete's first name or 
nickname. 
[ATHLETE NAME] ... 
Step 3. A quick explanation of the incorrect action was given . 
. . . your hands aren't right on the ball. 
Step 4. A quick correction accented with cue words was given. 
You'll have better luck if you put your hands this way [COACH PLACES HER 
HANDS ON THE BASKETBALL] instead of this way [COACH REPOSITIONS 
HER HANDS ON THE BASKETBALL TO REPLICATE THE ATHLETE'S 
HAND POSITION]. See, when my hands are like this [COACH REPLACES 
HER HANDS INTO THE PREFERRED POSITION] you can see this one 
[RAISING A HAND] is shooting and this one [RAISING THE OTHER HAND] 
is guiding. 
Step 5. Athletes were told why the correction would help their performance. 
Your hands like this will help you shoot in a straight line. 
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Step 6. Athletes' understanding was assessed with open-ended questions or requests 
for skill demonstration. 
Now, you try. Let me see you hold the ball like you're gonna shoot. [ATHLETE 
POSITIONS HIS HANDS ON THE BALL]. Good, give that a try when you 
shoot, okay? 
Step 7. Feedback was ended with an encouraging phrase or gesture. 
Excellent, okay. 
When delivering positive corrections, coaches were also noted asking athletes to 
watch peers perform skills while the coach verbally called out critical skill cues as they 
were performed. Additionally, kinesthetic feedback, used primarily by the gymnastics 
and aquatics coaches, involved coaches moving athletes' bodies for them while asking 
the athlete to pay attention to the feeling of the movement. 
It should be noted that the two negative corrections observed in this study 
(demonstrated by Coach #1 and#5) were to intervene in situations where athlete conduct 
was creating an unsafe physical and emotional environment for the misbehaving athlete 
and nearby teammates. Both Coach #1 and Coach #5 used negative corrections as 
efficient tactics to end unsafe athlete behaviors; after safety risks had been reduced, both 
coaches were observed using positive correction behaviors to address concerns with 
misbehaving athletes . 
Collected research data corresponds with the five NCACE Domain Five 
benchmarks associated with the DFOI "positive correction" category (Appendix C). 
Most notably, collected research data emphasize study participants' demonstrations of the 
following two benchmarks from standards 23 and 26, respectively: "Consider 
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motivational issues associated with correcting errors and selecting techniques for re-
teaching," and "Provide accurate and supportive feedback on the cause of success or 
failure." 
When asked about their use of positive corrections, study participants revealed 
their biggest reason for using positive feedback was a desire to help athletes learn. 
Because positive corrections generally include "consistent positive, supportive, and 
informational feedback," they have been shown to increase athletes' motivation and 
feelings of competence (Mouratidis, Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Sideridis, 2008, pg. 243). 
For example, in a 2008 study examining the role of positive feedback on motivation 
among athletes and physical education students, Mouratidis, Vansteenkiste, Lens, and 
Sideridis (2008) found that positive feedback delivered to young, elite athletes "was 
found to positively predict athletes' experienced well-being through its effect on 
competence need satisfaction and autonomous motivation" (pg. 262). Additionally, in a 
study of female hockey players, Allen and Howe (1998) found that informative and 
encouraging positive corrections delivered to athletes following mistakes were positively 
correlated with athletes' perceived competence and feelings of satisfaction. 
ASEP, the large-scale youth sport coach education organization with whom 
Special Olympics has partnered, includes information in its foundational Successful 
Coaching text that both supports and contradicts data collected in the current study 
(Martens, 2012). Successful Coaching supports data analyzed in this study with regard to 
a preferred feedback model, suggesting that coaches approach athletes soon after a 
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mistake is made, point out the athlete's error, and offer a quick correction (Martens, 
2012). 
However, while the suggested ASEP feedback model is close to the model 
employed by coaches in the present study, feedback frequency suggestions in Successful 
Coaching differ from data collected in this study. Citing his observations of U.S. and 
Canadian national ski jumping team coaches, Successful Coaching author Rainer Martens 
writes, "What we now know is that more feedback is better than less feedback when 
athletes are first learning a skill, and less feedback is better as athletes become more 
skillful" (pg. 194). Controlling the amount of feedback given to advanced atWetes, 
Martens writes, decreases the chances of athletes experiencing 'paralysis by analysis' and 
allows athletes to cultivate and hone their decision-making skills (2012). 
Contrasting Martens' (2012) feedback control recommendation, data from the 
current study show participants frequently used positive corrections to correct athletes' 
mistakes, regardless of athlete ability level. Combined study data show that study 
participants averaged 21.25 demonstrations of positive corrections per observed practice 
(RPM= 0.47), which is almost one instance of positive correction every two minutes of 
observed practice time. Team sport coaches ' instances of positive corrections were 
higher than the combined group mean, averaging 33.16 positive corrections per practice 
and almost 1.5 positive corrections every two minutes (RPM= 0.74). Notably , frequency 
of positive corrections did not seem to be influenced by team ability level, as evidenced 
by the frequency of Coach #1 's positive corrections to his moderately- to highly-skilled 
team (an average of27.66 positive corrections per practice) compared to the frequency of 
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Coach #2's positive corrections to his lower-skilled team (an average of 15.33 positive 
corrections per practice). 
Martens' (2012) feedback control suggestion also contradicts data collected from 
previous studies of notable, mainstream youth sport coaches. Using the ASUOI, Lacy 
and Darst (1985) employed event recording procedures to tally the number of times 10 
winning varsity football coaches performed specific discrete coaching behaviors during 
three observed practices. Lacy and Darst found that 42.5% of recorded behaviors were 
characterized as "instruction" and had an average RPM of 1.55 (1985, pg. 261). Defined 
by Lacy and Darst (1985), the "instruction" behavior was characterized by "verbal 
statements to the players referring to the fundamentals or strategies of the game, which 
can come in the form of questioning, corrective feedback, direct statements, or statements 
of strategy" (pg. 258). In their discussion of study data, Lacy and Darst concluded: ''The 
instruction category was used more than twice as often as any other behavior in every 
phase of the season ... These findings support the idea that informal feedback is a 
prerequisite for effective teaching/coaching" (1985, pg. 269). 
Similar to Lacy and Darst's study, Segrave and Ciancio (1990) used the CBRF to 
event record a notable Pop Warner football coach's demonstrations of 11 discrete 
behavior categories during 15 observed practices . Segrave and Ciancio found that the 
coach's use of instructive behaviors ("verbal statements about what to do, or how to do 
it") accounted to the highest percentage of observed behaviors, averaging .87 occurrences 
per minute (1990, pg. 297). Discussing the study participant's use of instructive 
statements, Segrave and Ciancio noted that it became evident through analysis of their 
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field notes that the Pop Warner coach "expend[ed] as much effort in imparting basic 
techniques to inexperienced players as he [did] in teaching the more sophisticated 
intricacies of the game to his advanced players" (1990, pg. 299). 
Using the ASUOI to event record 13 discrete behaviors demonstrated by 8 
professional, elite youth soccer coaches, Cushion and Jones (2001) found that the 
behavior category "post-instruction" was the fourth most-frequently demonstrated 
behavior among study participants. Defined as "correction, re-explanation, or 
instructional feedback given after the execution of a skill or play," post-instruction 
accounted for 12.43% of all observed behaviors and averaged 151 occurrences per 
minute (Cushion & Jones, 2001, pg. 358). 
Data collected from the Lacy and Darst (1985), Segrave and Ciancio (1990), and 
Cushion and Jones (2001) studies demonstrate that coaches of skilled athletes deliver 
frequent feedback to athletes. Concurrently, data collected from the present study found 
that Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches frequently deliver positive corrections to 
athletes, regardless of ability. With these data in mind, Martens' (2012) feedback control 
recommendation comes into question. 
It should also be pointed out that, due to unique learning challenges and 
motivational considerations associated with the Special Olympics athlete population, 
feedback suggestions made in ASEP's Successful Coaching guide (2012) may not be 
appropriate for athletes with intellectual disabilities. While more research is needed to 
explore feedback frequency among notable Special Olympics coaches in order to make 
generalizable conclusions, preliminary data would suggest that participants in the current 
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study frequently delivered positive corrections to their athletes, regardless of ability. 
Tactical and technical cues 
Tactical and technical cues were the third most commonly observed instructional 
behavior, accounting for 15.11% of all demonstrated instructional behaviors. Similar to 
delivering positive corrections, coaches sought proximity control when using cues. 
Tactical and technical cues were used to simplify corrections, and were delivered through 
verbal, gesture, and touch mediums. Verbal cues were observed as short words or 
phrases that related to sport-specific vocabulary. Gesture cues included making a quick 
movement with the body that related to the desired skill correction. Touch cues, firm 
touches or taps to an athlete's body, were used to elicit movement. 
Research data show study participants' demonstration of tactical and technical 
cues correspond with the two NCACE Domain Five benchmarks associated with the 
DFOI "tactical and technical cues" category, most notably the following benchmark from 
standard 25: "A void over-communicating both in practice and in game situations." 
During interviews, study participants stated that tactical and technical cues were used to 
simplify feedback and to make communication more efficient. The desire to employ 
simple, efficient communication methodologies suggests study participants have an 
understanding of Special Olympics athletes' unique cognitive challenges, as this 
population can become overwhelmed and confused with complex, prolonged 
communication. Supporting coaches' use of tactical and technical cues to simplify 
feedback to athletes with disabilities, Kasser and Lytle (2005) write: 
Prioritizing the feedback information given and connecting feedback to cues used 
during task presentation might help reduce the amount of information and more 
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effectively focus participants on more critical aspects of the skill. Using 
consistent feedback-related cues might also benefit participants with differences 
in cognitive understanding or attention. (pg. 156) 
Inclusive sport researchers Beyer, Flores, and Vargas-Tonsing (2009) agree with 
Kasser and Lytle's assertion about feedback cues, and encourage coaches who work with 
athletes with hidden disabilities (including mild intellectual disabilities) to use cues that 
are "clear and concise" (pg. 11). Additionally, adapted physical educators Lieberman 
and Houston-Wilson (2002) cite verbal and touch cues as two methods physical 
education teachers can use to modify their form of communication with students who 
have disabilities. 
Though not referring specifically to "cues," Special Olympics "Principles of 
Coaching" guide (2003a) suggests that coaches "use simple key words" that are relevant 
to sport-specific terminology. Calling touch cues "physical prompts," Special Olympics' 
guide suggests that coaches use "physical prompting ... when verbal and demonstration 
methods are not working. Guidance by touch to prompt an athlete into proper position is 
an example of a physical prompt" (pg. 29). 
Timed instructional behaviors 
Time on task 
Among the eight study participants, time on task was the top-ranked timed 
instructional behavior and accounted for 63.15% of all observed practice time. Based on 
interview data, it can be hypothesized that study participants viewed active and 
meaningful sport participation as a preferred way to motivate and educate athletes. 
Similar to classroom-based education, it is believed that maintaining a high activity level 
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during sport practices is a desirable goal among coaches (Peters, 2004). Providing 
athletes with ample time on task can lead to increased achievement, as athletes are given 
more time to practice and refine skills. Additionally, providing athletes with a high time 
on task is one way to proactively address undesirable athlete behavior that may result 
from boredom or hyperactivity (Beyer, Flores, Vargas-Tonsing, 2009). 
Activity wait time 
Activity wait time, the time spent waiting in drill lines or to be engaged in an 
activity (e.g. when athletes wait for the coach to decide on scrimmage team divisions and 
pass out pinneys) was the second highest-ranked timed instructional behavior among 
study participants, accounting for 18.59% of all observed practice time. Defined by 
physical education researchers Sharpe, Brown, and Crider (1995), activity wait time 
occurs when "students have completed an activity, are clearly between activities, and are 
awaiting the next activity or opportunity to respond" (pg. 406). In their attempt to define 
excellence in coaching, Cote, Young, North, and Duffy (2007) recommend that coaches 
"plan activities that maximize 'time on task' while minimizing inactive 'wait time'" (pg. 
10). Maintaining minimal athlete wait times not only increases time on task, but also 
helps to proactively address athlete boredom and misbehavior. 
Settling time 
Setting time was the third highest-ranked timed instructional behavior among 
study participants, accounting for 12.31% of all observed practice time. Settling time, the 
opportunity given to athletes to rest their bodies and minds, was often provided to a team 
as a water break, or to individual athletes as a choice to sit down. Coaches' use of 
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settling time allowed athletes to "digest" new knowledge and rest their muscles. 
Explaining the importance of giving learners an opportunity to process new 
information, Jensen (2000) notes: 
The design of the human brain is such that it cannot continuously learn an 
unlimited amount of new content ... the stop-over station for processing [new] 
information before it's stored in long-term memory is small. The hippocampus, a 
small crescent-shaped structure in the temporal lobe, learns fast, but has a small 
memory capacity. Yet this is the mechanism that organizes, sorts, and processes 
the incoming explicit information before it is routed to various areas of the cortex 
for long-term memory. Thus, as teachers, we need to slow down and give 
students the time for new learning to settle . (pg. 39) 
Responsible for "memory for facts and events" (known as declarative memory), the 
hippocampus plays a critical role in the synthesis of new memories (Bransford, Brown, 
Cocking, Donovan, & Pelligrino, 2000, pg. 124). With the memory function and limited 
storage capacity of the hippocampus in mind, the importance of providing athletes with 
settling time during sports practices become clear. Additionally, when examining the 
neuropsychology of common intellectual disability diagnoses, the importance of 
providing Special Olympics athletes with settling time becomes even clearer. 
In a 2003 study examining hippocampal dysfunction in children with Down 
Syndrome, Pennington, Moon, Edgin, Stedron, and Nadel found that hippocampal 
dysfunction played a significant role in cognitive memory deficits. While these data 
cannot be generalized to other intellectual disability diagnoses, it can be hypothesized 
that, among Special Olympics athletes with Down Syndrome, struggles with working 
memory may be related to hippocampal dysfunction. In athletes with Down Syndrome, 
the "stop-over" station for new memories may be more temporary than those of neuro-
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typical athletes, creating an essential need for coaches to provide athletes with settling 
time during practices. 
Though due to different neuropsychological biology from athletes with Down 
Syndrome, settling time is an essential component of sports practices for athletes who are 
prone to sensory integration dysfunction, such as athletes with Autism. For athletes who 
become over-stimulated by the smell of gymnasiums, the glare of lights, the sound of 
whistles, or the feeling of wearing pinneys, settling time provides a critical opportunity 
for athletes to remove themselves from overwhelming stimuli and "reset" hyper-
responsive brain neurons (Iarocci & McDonald, 2006). 
Instruction delivery talk time 
Instruction delivery talk time was the lowest-ranked instructional behavior and 
accounted for 5.95% of all observed practice time. On average, coaches spent only 2.67 
of the each 45-minute practice observation delivering instruction to their team. Several 
factors may have impacted coaches' instruction delivery talk time, including their 
preference for athlete engagement in activities, establishment of practice routine, and 
repeated use of drills. 
Coaches were observed giving "bare bones" instruction when introducing skills 
and drills, stating only vitally necessary information. Coaches also introduced one skill 
or drill at a time and were observed getting athletes involved in practice drills or 
culminating activities immediately following instruction delivery. It can be hypothesized 
these decisions were made in order to decrease athlete confusion and increase time on 
task. 
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Recommendations for coach education programs 
Based on preliminary data from the present research study, the following 
recommendations are presented for authors of Special Olympics coach education 
materials. Additionally, coach education materials that target coaches of mainstream 
school- or community-based programs can also benefit from these recommendations 
when providing information to coaches who may work with athletes who have 
intellectual disabilities: 
Recommendation #1: Include encouragement in coach education materials as a critical, 
independent instructional behavior and state the following reasons to frequently motivate 
athletes with intellectual disabilities: 
a. To ignite athletes' interest in a task or skill. 
b. To encouraging athletes' effort. 
c. To encourage athletes' desire to learn. 
d. To maintain athlete retention. 
Recommendation #2: Provide coaches with suggestions of how to encourage athletes by 
discussing instructional practices observed by participants of the current study: 
a. Create competitive scenarios for athletes during drills and other activities . 
b. Reference local sports teams and athletes . 
c. Use encouraging phrases like "well done" and "I know you can do it. Praise effort 
when athletes are practicing and refining skills. 
d. Use encouraging gestures like high-fives and fist-bumps to encourage and praise effort 
when athletes are practicing and refining skills. 
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Recommendation #3: Explain that positive corrections are informative, supportive forms 
of feedback that motivate and educate athletes. The hallmark of delivering positive 
corrections is answering "why" in order to encourage athletes' learning (why the initial 
action was incorrect; why the correction may help improve the athlete's performance). 
Provide coaches with the following feedback model to facilitate their delivery of 
corrections: 
Step 1. Obtain proximity control (reduce the distance between coach and athlete) by 
approaching the athlete. 
Step 2. Solicit the athletes' attention by saying the athlete's first name or nickname. 
Step 3. Give a quick explanation of the incorrect action. 
Step 4. Give a quick correction accented with cue words. 
Step 5. Explain why the correction would help performance. 
Step 6. Check for understanding by asking open-ended questions or requesting skill 
demonstration. 
Step 7. End feedback with an encouraging phrase or gesture. 
Recommendation #4: To facilitate athletes' understanding of feedback, suggest coaches 
work visual references into positive corrections by: 
a. Asking athletes to think of a peer who is notably talented at the skill being corrected. 
b. Asking athletes to watch a peer demonstrate a skill while the coach calls out important 
skill cues as they are performed. 
Recommendation #5: Suggest that coaches differentiate instruction if they work in sport 
environments where communication is challenging (i.e. aquatics environments). To 
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differentiate instruction, coaches can employ a mixture of visual, verbal, and kinesthetic 
instructional methods to communicate information to athletes. For example, when 
teaching an aquatics athlete the crawl stroke, a coach can move her arms (visual) in the 
crawl stroke pattern while saying the steps and/or skill cues (verbal). Additionally, the 
coach can move her athletes' arms through the motions of the stroke (kinesthetic). 
Differentiated instruction can increase coaches' chances of effectively communicating 
with athletes by crossing numerous learning style "bridges" at one time, versus 
depending solely on catering to one learning style bridge (which may be blocked due to 
the sport environment, such as the auditory bridge in a loud gym or the visual bridge in a 
pool). 
Recommendation #6: Following initial instruction of a sport skill or concept, suggest 
coaches use the following types of tactical and technical cues to simplify feedback and 
make communication more efficient: 
a. Verbal cues: simple, short phrases that include sport-specific terminology. 
b. Gesture cues: coach-demonstrated physical movements that remind athletes of the 
correct way to perform a skill (often paired with verbal cues). 
c. Touch cues: taps on the athletes' body to elicit movement. 
Recommendation #7: Suggest coaches maximize time on task during practices in order to 
provide athletes with ample opportunity to practice their sport skills. 
Recommendation #8: Suggest coaches minimize athletes' activity wait time in order to 
maximize time on task and decrease the risks of athlete boredom and demotivation. The 
following suggestions can be provided to coaches as ways to decrease activity wait time: 
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a. Provide more athletes with equipment. 
b. Split the practice space into smaller sections to run station activities. 
c. Increase the number of lines available to athletes during drills. 
d. Keep athletes on the same scrimmage teams throughout the season to minimize 
transition time going into scrimmages. 
e. Maintain a high coach/volunteer to athlete ratio in sports involving dangerous skills or 
interactions with potentially dangerous equipment. 
f. Use all of the allocated practice space. 
Recommendation #9: Suggest coaches periodically allow athletes time to rest their bodies 
and minds by providing settling time. Settling time can be given in the form of water 
breaks; suggestions that athletes remove themselves from practice for a few minutes; or 
by allowing athletes to independently decide to remove themselves from practice for a 
few minutes. 
Recommendation #10: Recommend coaches practice the KISC principle when delivering 
instruction to athletes: Keep It Simple, Coach! To do this, instructional content must be 
pared down to include only essential skill components. Details that are not critical to 
skill performance, such as personal anecdotes about using the skill, should not be 
included in instruction delivery. 
Recommendation #11: Instructional practices play critical roles in sports coaching; 
however, it is important to note they are contextually dependent. What works for a Little 
League coach may not work for a collegiate coach. Likewise, what works for a school-
sponsored middle-school coach may not work for a Special Olympics coach. While 
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coaches of Little League, collegiate, school-based and Special Olympics teams may be 
aware of a similar "tool kit" of instructional practices, they must prioritize the use of 
these practices according to the needs of their athletes, as well as the priorities and 
objectives of their organization. Just as a carpenter must decide which tools to hold in his 
or her hand, which tools to provision in his or her tool belt, and which tools to keep in his 
or her toolbox, a coach must determine which instructional tools to keep close at hand, 
which tools to keep on reserve (or, tools kept in the tool belt), and which tools to save for 
seldom use (or, tools kept in the toolbox). Based on results from this study, the following 
recommendations for the prioritization of NCACE-grounded instructional practices can 
be made for Special Olympics coaches. These recommendations can also be applied to 
community- or school-based coaches working with athletes who have intellectual 
disabilities. 
Tools in hand, tools in the belt, tools in the box: a Special Olympics coach's toolkit 
Research-based recommendations for prioritization of NCACE-grounded instructional 
practices. 
Tools in hand 
Encouragement: Verbal and nonverbal methods used to motivate athletes, praise effort, 
and praise achievement 
Positive corrections: Verbal and nonverbal communications to athletes requesting 
corrections to behaviors or technical and tactical skills that are delivered in supportive, 
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motivating ways 
Technical and tactical cues: Short verbal and nonverbal phrases or actions that remind the 
athlete of important elements of technical or tactical skills 
Differentiated instruction (aquatics): Use of multiple teaching strategies in order to 
support a range of learning styles (i.e. kinesthetic, verbal, visual, and auditory) 
Tools in the tool belt 
Differentiated instruction (non-aquatics): Use of multiple teaching strategies in order to 
support a range of learning styles (i.e. kinesthetic, verbal, visual, and auditory) 
Attention: Verbal and nonverbal methods used to elicit athletes' attention prior to 
delivering instruction or feedback 
Checking for understanding: Assessment measures employed to gauge athletes' 
comprehension of information 
Peer demonstration: Requests for athletes to perform skills or drills in front of their 
teammates 
Games-based learning: Use of a games approach to reinforcing sport-specific technical 
and tactical knowledge 
Tools in the toolbox 
Negative corrections: Verbal and nonverbal communications to athletes requesting 
171 
corrections to behaviors or technical and tactical skiiJs that are delivered as punishment 
or result in athletes' demotivation 
Rewards: Intrinsic or extrinsic rewards used to promote motivation, performance, and 
learning 
Conclusions and recommendations: instructional behaviors that may have 
supported a positive learning climate 
Data collected during this research study provided interesting insight into 
instructional behaviors that may have led to supporting positive learning climates. The 
following section is a discussion of observed instructional behaviors organized by the 
three basic psychological needs identified in Basic Needs Theory (autonomy, 
competence, relatedness). Basic Needs Theory was used in the present study as a 
theoretical framework from which instructional behaviors that may have contributed to 
positive learning climates were identified. 
Autonomy 
Content analysis from DFOI field notes revealed that study participants promoted 
initiative and choice among their athletes, two qualities that can support autonomy. 
Athletes' initiative was supported by: establishing practice routines, asking athletes to 
lead warm-ups, asking athletes to assume leadership roles, and asking athletes to make 
their own calls during scrimmages. Additionally, athletes were given choices regarding 
participation, equipment, and accepting help. 
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Several instructional practices demonstrated by study participants corresponded 
with Banack, Sabiston, and Bloom's (2011) definition of autonomy-supportive coaching. 
For instance: 
a. Study participants were observed giving athletes choices. 
b. Study participants were observed giving athletes opportunities to demonstrate 
initiative. 
c. Study participants explained why corrections were being made. 
d. Study participants showed concern for athletes in and out of the sport environment. 
e. Study participants promoted a task-oriented sport environment. 
Competence 
Content analysis from DFOI field notes revealed that study participants promoted 
excellence and viewed athletes as critical contributors, two factors that can support 
perceptions of competence. When promoting excellence among their athletes , coaches 
were noted: having high and reasonable performance goals, communicating high 
standards, and requiring athletes to work hard for praise. Coaches supported athletes' 
roles as critical team contributors by: listening to and accepting athletes' suggestions, 
assigning responsibilities to athletes, and asking athletes to evaluate the condition of 
practice equipment. 
While "little conclusive evidence of psychological benefit [from exercise] exists 
for individuals with developmental disabilities," research suggests that people with 
intellectual disabilities value feelings of competence in recreational and social settings 
(Weiss, Diamond, Demark, & Lovald , 2003, pg. 285). Interestingly, in Weiss et al.'s 
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(2003) study of self-concept and Special Olympics athletes, researchers found that 
experience in competitive situations was positively correlated to athletes' perceptions of 
self-worth and competence. Weiss et al. (2003) hypothesized the correlation between 
experience in competitive situations and perceptions of competence was due to athletes' 
feelings of exerting "personal effort, the act of doing more than winning, and successfully 
meeting the challenges of a task" (pg. 298). With the correlation of competence and 
participation competitive situations in mind, it can be suggested that study participants' 
creation of competitive scenarios during practices fostered athletes' feelings of 
competence, in addition to piquing interest. 
Relatedness 
Content analysis from DFOI field notes revealed that study participants supported 
relatedness by consistently addressing athletes by using their first names, encouraging 
athletes to cheer for teammates, and inquiring about athletes' feelings. 
In their guide for inclusive schooling practices, McGregor and Vogelsberg (1998) 
cite direct communication between students and promotion of camaraderie as two ways 
to build classroom environments that foster teacher/student and student/student 
relationships. As there is a strong link between classroom instructional and sports 
coaching, it can be suggested that McGregor and Vogelsberg's (1998) school-based 
assertions correlate with study participants' sport-based promotion of comradeship 
among athletes, as well as emphasis of first name use. 
Interestingly, the use of first names to foster relatedness was not explicitly 
included in sources reviewed for the current study. It is hypothesized that the use of first 
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names among athletes and coaches of mainstream teams is not seen as a notable cognitive 
challenge, and is therefore not a skill or practice worth highlighting. However, among an 
athlete population that experiences deficits in memory and challenges with social skills, 
coaches' emphasis of first name use stands out as a notable element of team culture and 
athlete relatedness. 
Notably, study participants were often observed inquiring about athletes' physical 
and emotional well-beings. Coaches were noted asking athletes if they were hot, if they 
were scared, if they were tired, and if they were having fun. Additionally, coaches were 
seen speaking to athletes about challenges outside of the sport environment, such as 
family struggles, financial difficulties, and medical concerns. It is hypothesized that 
these inquiries into athletes' physical and emotional states promoted feelings of being 
valued, thus significantly contributing to increased perceptions of coach/athlete 
relatedness. 
Recommendations for coach education programs 
Recommendation #1: Suggest coaches practice autonomy-supportive coaching by: 
a. Giving athletes choices. 
b. Giving athletes opportunities to demonstrate initiative. 
c. Explaining why corrections are being made when delivering positive corrections. 
d. Showing concern for athletes in and out of the sport environment. 
e. Promoting a task-oriented sport environment. 
Recommendation #2: Suggest coaches promote athletes' roles as critical contributors by: 
a. Listening to and accepting athletes' suggestions. 
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b. Assigning athletes responsibilities. 
c. Asking athletes to evaluate the condition of practice equipment. 
Recommendation #3: Suggest coaches promote excellence among athletes by: 
a. Setting high performance goals. 
b. Communicating high and reasonable performance standards. 
c. Only giving praise when it is deserved. 
Recommendation #4: Suggest coaches promote feelings of relatedness by: 
a. Emphasizing use of first names among coaches, athletes, and volunteers. 
b. Encouraging athletes to cheer for teammates during practices, scrimmages, and formal 
competitions. 
c. Inquiring about athletes' feelings (e.g. "Are you thirsty?" or "Are you scared?") 
Domain Five Observation Instrument (v.2): review and recommendations 
The first competency-based observation instrument to use with NCACE Domain 
Five standards, the DFOI (v.2) proved to be an extremely useful tool in the present study. 
The DFOI (v.2) allowed the researcher to event record ten discrete instructional 
behaviors and time-stamp three timed instructional behaviors investigated in this study. 
Additionally, the DFOI allowed the researcher to record field notes describing observed 
instructional behaviors, as well as instructional behaviors that may have contributed to 
supporting a positive learning environment, using the three psychological needs 
referenced in Basic Needs Theory (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) as a 
framework for observation. 
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Based on the successful use of the DFOI (v .2) in the present study, it is 
recommended that the DFOI (v .2) be refined with the following changes: 
1. Instrument reliability should be established before use in subsequent research studies 
by establishing inter-rater reliability. Pilot studies should be conducted by each 
research "team" to establish inter-rater agreement of at least 85% (Bloom, Crumpton, 
and Anderson, 1999). 
2. Face validity should be established before use in subsequent research studies. Face 
validity, the "ability to demonstrate that the instrument is somewhere on target with its 
objectives and goals," can be evaluated by conducting pilot tests on various samples of 
coaches using the instrument to determine the accuracy of content categories (Cushion 
and Jones, 2001, pg. 359). 
3. Because participants' use of athletes' first names was a commonly recorded field note 
in the present study, it is suggested that a first name category be added to the DFOI. 
As use of athletes' names must correspond with a discrete behavior, quantitative data 
analysis should include a percentage of behaviors including an athletes' first name by 
dividing the number of first name instances by total recorded discrete behaviors (Lacy 
and Darst, 1985; Lacy & Goldston, 1990). 
4. Field notes recorded on the DFOI in the present study overwhelmingly remarked on 
coaches' instructional interactions with individual athletes. However, because version 
two of the DFOI did not ask the researcher to differentiate event recordings of discrete 
instructional behaviors between the behavior targets (i.e. a group of athletes or an 
individual athlete), these field notes could not be supported by quantitative data. 
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Consequently, it is suggested that the DFOI be edited to replace the general event 
recording column next to discrete behaviors with two columns: behavior targeted 
towards a group and behavior targeted to an individual. These two columns would 
provide a clearer quantitative picture of how coaches employ their instructional 
behaviors, as well as still being able to provide "total" behavior counts (by adding the 
group and individual columns together for each discrete behavior). 
The DFOI (v.3), an updated version of the DFOI (v.2) that implements changes 
recommended in suggestions three and four of this section, can be found in Appendix F. 
The DFOI (v.3) is a competency-based coach assessment tool based off of widely 
accepted national coaching standards provided by the NCACE. Use of this instrument is 
recommended for community-based, school-based, collegiate, and professional sport 
organizations wishing to evaluate their coaches' instructional practices. The DFOI can 
be successfully used in studies seeking to establish a baseline of data regarding coaches' 
instructional practices; comparing coaches' instructional practices to the newly formed 
database of instructional practices established by the current research study; or assessing 
the effects of an intervention on coaching practice. 
Study limitations 
Several factors may affect the generalizability of this study. Because of this 
study's small sample size, conclusions may not be generalizable to other Special 
Olympics coaching populations. Similarly, as this study focused on Special Olympics 
Hall of Fame coaches in Massachusetts, it is possible data collected in this study would 
not be found among Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches in other states. 
178 
Furthermore, only one gymnastics coach, one track and field coach, and one volleyball 
coach were observed in this study; therefore, more investigation into Hall of Fame 
coaches of these sports should be conducted before data can be generalized. 
While this study hoped to triangulate data by using observation, interviews, and 
audio recordings as methods of data collection, it is possible coaches altered their speech 
patterns, speech content, and/or behavior patterns when the researcher was present. As 
this study relied on one researcher to collect data and perform data analysis, data may 
include mistaken observations and incorrect qualitative codes. Additionally, there is a 
possibility that data interpretation was not fully accurate or free of bias. To minimize 
researcher error as much as possible, a three-step data accuracy check procedure was 
implemented throughout the study. 
Recommendations for future study 
While pioneering a database of recommended instructional behaviors specifically 
suggested for Special Olympics coaches, this study creates considerable need for future 
research in order to validate and generalize data collected in the present study. To 
establish a generalizable database of recommended instructional practices for Special 
Olympics coaches, the present study should be replicated to include investigation of 
Special Olympics Hall of Fame inductees in different U.S. states, as well as to investigate 
Special Olympics Hall of Fame inductees of every sport Special Olympics offers. 
Once a database of suggested instructional practices for Special Olympics coaches 
has been established, this study should be replicated to allow for comparison between 
Hall of Fame Special Olympics coaches and novice coaches to see if instructional 
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practices demonstrated by notable Special Olympics coaches are unique to that 
population. Additionally, this study should be replicated internationally to identify 
commonly demonstrated instructional practices employed among notable Special 
Olympics coaches in different countries. 
Because study participants' use of athletes' first names was a repeated qualitative 
field note collected in this study, Hall of Fame Special Olympics coaches' use of athletes' 
first names should be the subject of further investigation. Prior studies researching 
instructional practices of mainstream coaches have collected data on participants' use of 
athletes' first names using the 1984 version of Lacy and Darst's Arizona State University 
Observation Instrument (ASUOI) (i.e. Cushion & Jones, 2001). Adding a "first name" 
event-recording category to the DFOI can assist with this investigation. 
As field notes collected from the present study indicated that participants 
predominately directed discrete behaviors towards individual athletes, the target of 
Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches' discrete behaviors (a group of athletes or an 
individual athlete) should also be the subject of further investigation. Changing DFOI 
event-recording procedures to require researchers to place a tally in an "individual" or 
"group" column next to the discrete behaviors listed on the DFOI could assist with this 
investigation. 
Because positive feedback frequency data contradicted suggestions included in 
ASEP's general coaching text, it is important to further investigate feedback frequency 
among Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches in order to provide ASEP (and other 
coach education organizations) with a research-based feedback frequency benchmark 
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specific to athletes with intellectual disabilities. Furthermore, the commonly observed 
positive feedback model used by participants in the current study requires additional 
investigation. Inquiry into Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches' feedback patterns 
should be conducted to see if the observed feedback model can be a generalizable 
recommendation. 
Also requiring further study, timed instructional behaviors should be the subject 
of additional research. Most importantly, a generalizable recommendation for percent of 
practice allocated per timed instructional behavior should be established by conducting 
multiple, nation-wide replications of the current study. 
Because they were based on hypotheses, data collected in this study relating to the 
learning climate are not generalizable. While observed instructional practices were 
theorized to relate to athletes' perceptions of well-being, no empirical evidence was 
gathered to support these hypotheses. In light of a research gap examining the 
relationship between sport participation and self-concept among athletes with intellectual 
disabilities, there is great need for empirical investigation into Special Olympics athletes' 
perceptions of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Based on data from this study, it 
would be interesting to examine levels of coaches' encouragement -related instructional 
behaviors in relation to athletes' perceptions of basic needs support. 
Lastly, implementing video-recording procedures in subsequent replication of this 




Results from this first-of-its-kind study lay the groundwork for a generalizable 
database of recommended instructional practices to use when coaching athletes with 
intellectual disabilities. Quantitative results identified three commonly occurring 
instructional behaviors observed among study participants: encouragement, positive 
correction, and tactical and technical cues. Qualitative data were able to describe how 
these instructional practices were employed, as well as what coaches' reasons were for 
using the instructional behaviors. Timed instructional behaviors were also analyzed; data 
show that study participants engaged athletes in sport-specific activities (time on task) for 
a majority of observed practices (an average of 63.15% per observed practice), while 
coaches' average instruction delivery talk time was found to be impressively low (an 
average of 5.95% per observed practice). Replications of this study among Special 
Olympics Hall of Fame coaches of various sport teams and in different U.S. states will 
contribute to the validation and generalizability of these data. 
The current study also sought to identify instructional behaviors that may have 
contributed to supporting a positive learning environment. While speculative, data 
suggest that participants' emphasis of initiative, choice, excellence, and interpersonal 
relationships may have contributed to the support of athletes' autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness. These data, though hypothesis-based, provide groundwork for future 
empirical research studies examining the creation of positive sport-learning environments 
for athletes with intellectual disabilities. 
The present study used the Domain Five Observation Instrument to identify 
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instructional practices corresponding with Domain Five of NCACE coaching standards. 
The DFOI served as a flexible tool with which the researcher could efficiently collect 
qualitative and qualitative data. Use of the DFOI (v .3) in subsequent competency-based 
coach assessments based on NCACE Domain Five standards is highly recommended. 
Preliminary data from this research study yielded interesting observations 
regarding ASEP and Special Olympics coach education materials. Both organizations' 
materials were found to lack information about the instructional behaviors of 
encouragement, positive correction, and tactical and technical cues. Successful Coaching 
(Martens, 2012), the foundational coaching text published by ASEP (Special Olympics' 
coach education partner), was found to include no specific instructional behavior 
recommendations for working with athletes who have intellectual disabilities. Likewise, 
Special Olympics' "Principles of Coaching" guide (2003a) was found to lack specific, in-
depth, research-based recommendations for instructional practices to use when working 
with athletes. The information deficit in both ASEP and Special Olympics coach 
education materials points to a dire need to update school- and community-based coach 
education materials with empirically-based suggestions for specific instructional practices 
to employ when coaching athletes who have intellectual disabilities. 
A discrepancy between data collected in this study and the ASEP coaching text 
was found with regard to feedback frequency. While the ASEP text suggests that 
coaches provide less feedback to higher-skilled athletes in order to foster athletes' 
problem-solving skills, data from this study did not reflect this practice among Special 
Olympics coaches. The abilities of mainstream athletes, versus athletes with intellectual 
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disabilities, to utilize problem-solving skills for self-reflection and analysis may be the 
reason ASEP's feedback frequency suggestion contradicts preliminary data collected in 
this study. Because of the contrast between ASEP feedback frequency recommendations 
and data collected in the current study , it is important for future replications of the current 
study to examine Special Olympics Hall of Fame coaches' feedback frequencies in detail. 
Data from these studies can provide coach education organizations with an empirically 
based feedback frequency suggestion for coaches who work with athletes who have 
intellectual disabilities. 
The present study not only served to identify and describe commonly-
demonstrated instructional practices among Massachusetts Special Olympics Hall of 
Fame coaches, it also laid the foundation for a database of recommended instructional 
practices to use when working with athletes who have intellectual disabilities. 
Furthermore, this study introduced a new competency-based data collection instrument to 
the sport-research community that evaluates coaches' demonstration of instructional 
practices outlined in a widely accepted set of national coaching standards. Lastly, the 
current study served to further illustrate a need for more empirically-based research of 
notable Special Olympics coaches in order to provide coach education resources with 
specific, research-based recommendations for instructional practices to employ when 
working with athletes who have intellectual disabilities. 
As large-scale coach education programs are the first and last stop of coach 
education for many volunteer coaches, it is critical that these programs provide coaches 
with a sound knowledge base that is relevant to unique athlete populations. Suggestions 
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for coach education made in the current study (collectively compiled in Appendix N) are 
a good starting point for providing volunteer coaches with research-based instructional 
practices to employ when working with athletes who have intellectual disabilities. 
Furthermore, coaching candidates should be assessed in a way that evaluates both 
coaching knowledge and competency. The Domain Five Observation Instrument (v.3) is 
a competency-based observation tool that corresponds with widely recognized national 





NCACE (2006) national standards for sport coaches 
Domain 1. Philosophy and ethics 
"The coach must model and teach appropriate behavior in all aspects of coaching and maintain 
ethical conduct during practices and competitions." 
Domain 2. Safety and injury prevention 
"The coach must recognize high-risk situations, as well as unsafe equipment, facilities, and 
environmental conditions in order to ensure the safety of the athletes and make necessary 
modifications to the playing environment should unsafe conditions exist." 
Domain 3. Physical conditioning 
"The coach is responsible for implementing research-based, developmentally appropriate drills 
and teaching techniques that support athlete development while maintaining safety." 
Domain 4. Growth and development 
"The coach should be knowledgeable about the age and skill levels of their athletes. By 
recognizing the patterns of cognitive, motor, emotional, and social development, the coach can 
create effective learning environments that allow athletes to progress and improve at different 
rates." 
Domain 5. Teaching and communication 
"The coach should use a variety of systematic instructional techniques to provide a positive 
learning environment and maximize the potential of each athlete." 
Domain 6. Sport skills and tactics 
The coach should know "how to utilize athletes' abilities to maximize meaningful participation 
and team success relies on up-to-date understanding of specific sport skills and game tactics." 
Domain 7. Organization and administration 
"The coach is an integral resource in the overall administration of the sport program. The coach 
provides information regarding the needs of the athlete, serves as a key communicator of program 
goals and policies, and facilitates compliance with established program policies ." 
Domain 8. Evaluation 
The coach should be able to complete "systematic evaluation" to ensure "that the sport program 
runs smoothly and efficiently and that the goals and objectives of the program are the focus for 
the coach, athlete, and team." 
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APPENDIXB 
NCACE (2006) national standards: Domain five, teaching and communication 
Standard 19. Provide a positive learning environment that is appropriate to the 
characteristics of the athletes and goals of the program 
Benchmarks 
+ Treat each athlete as an individual 
+ Implement activities that foster team cohesion 
+ Show acceptance of athletes of all abilities by reacting positively when 
mistakes are made 
+ Offer corrective instruction and give encouragement consistent with 
expectations 
for athlete success 
+ Implement behavioral management and positive discipline strategies that are 
appropriate for the athletes 
+ Promote opportunity within sport by encouraging appropriate and equal 
participation regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status 
Standard 20. Develop and monitor goals for the athletes and program 
Benchmarks 
+ Set goals for each practice and competition 
+ Facilitate the goal-setting process by providing opportunities for athletes and 
program staff to participate in setting realistic, performance-based goals 
+ Utilize pre- and post-assessment of skills to determine and adjust appropriate 
individual goals 
+ Review and modify goals with athletes and staff throughout the season to be 
sure goals remain realistic and challenging 
+ Facilitate a mastery goal orientation for each athlete, focusing on effort and 
self-determination 
Standard 21. Organize practice based on a seasonal or annual practice plan to maintain 
motivation, manage fatigue, and allow for peak performance at the appropriate time 
Benchmarks 
+ Identify and establish season and practice objectives to meet desired outcomes 
in skill development, knowledge of sport, physical conditioning, and personal 
social development 
+ Construct monthly, weekly, and daily practice plans based on seasonal goals 
+ Prepare practice plans that reflect reasonable time allowances for skill 
development 
+ Share plans with staff members and athletes 
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Standard 22. Plan and implement daily practice activities that maximize time on task and 
available resources 
Benchmarks 
+ Secure sufficient staffing to maximize athlete supervision and instruction 
+ Organize equipment and space to allow for easy regrouping of athletes and 
transition to next activity 
+ Reduce wait time by adequately preparing drills and having sufficient 
equipment ready for use 
+ Provide staff and athletes with a clear indication of what is planned for the 
practice, the objectives, and possible sequence of activities 
+ Provide athletes with written descriptions and diagrams of new drills or team 
tactics prior to instruction 
+ Group athletes according to learning objectives and consideration of safety, 
motivations, and team morale 
Standard 23. Utilize appropriate instructional strategies to facilitate athlete development 
and performance 
Benchmarks 
+ Design teaching progressions for developing sport-specific skills based on best 
practices in teaching and learning principles 
+ Design instructional processes that include verbal, visual, and tactical cues that 
address different learning styles 
+ Utilize a variety of instructional methods encouraging learning through 
problem-solving activities and games-based learning 
+ Plan the order of practice activities to provide sufficient practice time for skill 
acquisition and retention 
+ Utilize peer/athlete demonstration to heighten athlete confidence and sense of 
control in the learning process 
+ Use appropriate technology to analyze performance in both practice and 
competition 
+ Consider motivational issues associated with correcting errors and selecting 
techniques for re-teaching 
Standard 24. Teach and incorporate mental skills to enhance performance and reduce 
sport anxiety 
Benchmarks 
+ Demonstrate appropriate use of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards to enhance 
motivation and learning 
+ Share with athletes effective stress management coping strategies 
+ Utilize sound mental skills to build athlete self-confidence 
+ Help athletes to develop a mental game plan that includes pregame 
preparation, a contingency plan for errors during competition, and how to 
avoid competitive stress 
+ Help athletes improve concentration by learning attention control strategies 
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Standard 25. Use effective communication skills to enhance individual learning, group 
success, and enjoyment in the sport experience 
Benchmarks 
+ Use terminology of the specific sport necessary to communicate intended 
outcomes and activities with athletes and coaches 
+ Communicate high achievement expectations to athletes by providing positive 
feedback and instructive comments relative to athlete performance 
+ Establish an orderly environment to gain an athlete's attention prior to giving 
instruction. Check for athlete understanding and comprehension before 
moving on 
+ Provide feedback on individual and team performance, linking individual 
contribution to overall team goals 
+ Use professional and age-appropriate language at all times. Use nonsexist and 
inclusive language 
+ Pace instructional cues to allow athletes time to process information and 
respond with questions 
+ Avoid over-communicating both in practice and in game situations 
Standard 26. Demonstrate and utilize appropriate and effective motivational techniques 
to enhance athlete performance and satisfaction 
Benchmarks 
+ Identify and implement positive motivational strategies 
+ Recognize individual athletes' unique motivational needs and challenges 
+ Prevent burnout by designing interventions that are based on understanding of 
motivation and overtraining principles 
+ Create a learning environment that focuses on both effort and achievement 
+ Provide accurate and supportive feedback on the causes of success or failure 
+ Never use physical activity or peer pressure as a means of disciplining athlete 
behavior 
+ Build confidence in the team and individual by reinforcing past success and 
other sources of self-efficacy 
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APPENDIXC 
~Definitions of instructional behaviors included in the NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrumen 
Based on standards outlined in domain five of the National Standards for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, Quality 
Sports (2nd ed.), published by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education 
~ttention (discrete behavior): ~"'orresoonding to Standard 24: 1. Coach is noted asking for 
IV erbal and nonverbal methods 1. Help athletes improve silence and eye contact before 
used to elicit athletes' attention concentration by learning attention delivering instruction 
prior to delivyring instruction or control strategies 
eedback ~"'orresoonding to Standard 25: 
1. Establish an orderly 
environment to gain athletes' 
attention prior to giving instruction 
Understanding (discrete rorresnondin!! to Standard 25: 1. Coach asks athletes if they 
behavior): Assessment measures 1. Check for athlete understanding understand what he/she has just 
mployed to gauge athletes' and comprehension before said 
comprehension of information moving on [after delivery of ~. Coach asks athlete to repeat 
instruction] directions that were just given 
Encouragement (discrete rorresoonding to Standard 25: 1. Coach publicly praises an athlete 
behavior): Verbal and nonverbal 1. Communicate high achievement for demonstrating a proper 
methods used to encourage and expectations to athletes by batting stance 
praise effort and achievement providing positive feedback and 2. Coach congratulates an athlete 
instructive comments relative to who has attempted a challenging 
athlete performance new skill 
~. Provide feedback on individual 3. Coach uses encouraging phrases 
and team performance, linking such as, "greatjob, keep it up", 
individual contribution to "you can do it," or "great work, 
overall team goals try it again." 
rorresoonding to Standard 26: 
1. Identify and implement 
motivational strategies 
2. Recognize individual athletes' 
unique motivational needs and 
challenges 
3. Prevent burnout by designing 
interventions that are based on 
understanding of motivation 
and overtraining principles 
!4. Create a learning environment 
that focuses on both effort and 
achievement 
~.Build confidence in the team 
and individual by reinforcing 




Definitions of instructional behaviors included in the NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrumen 
Based on standards outlined in domain five of the National Standards for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, Quality 
Sports (2nd ed.) , published by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education 
Positive corrections (discrete borresnonding to Standard 19: 1. Coach is noted encouraging an 
behavior): Verbal and nonverbal 1. Offer corrective instruction and athlete to reattempt a skill with 
(;ommunications to athletes give encouragement consistent corrections 
requesting corrections to behavior with expectations 2. Coach is noted using positive 
or technical and tactical skills that 2. Implement behavioral language ("I'd like you to kick 
are delivered in supportive, management and positive the soccer ball towards the 
motivating ways discipline strategies that are field") versus negative language 
appropriate for the athletes ("Stop kicking the soccer ball at 
3. Show acceptance of athletes of the car") when correcting 
all abilities by reacting behavior 
positively when mistakes are 3. Coach reacts positively to 
made mistakes ("You threw the bat 
lrorresoondin!! to Standard 23: after you swung. Let's try to 
1. Consider motivational issues hold on to the bat after the next 
associated with correcting swing, okay?") 
errors and selecting techniques 
for re-teaching 
l"'orresoondino to Standard 26: 
1. Provide accurate and supportive 
feedback on the cause of success 
or failure 
!Negative corrections (discrete lrorresoondin!! to Standard 26: 1. Coach is observed making an 
!behavior): Verbal and nonverbal 1. Never use physical activity or athlete run laps after she misses a 
!communications to athletes peer pressure as a means of foul shot 
equesting corrections to behavior disciplining athlete behavior 
lor technical and tactical skills that 
lare delivered as punishment or 
esult in demotivation 
!Rewards (discrete behavior): lrorresoondin!! to Standard 24: 1. Coach uses a sticker or point 
~ntrinsic or extrinsic rewards used 1. Demonstrate appropriate use of system to encourage effort and 
o promote motivation, intrinsic and extrinsic rewards appropriate behavior 
performance, and learning to enhance motivation and 
learning 
!Peer demonstration (discrete lrorresnondino to St::.nrl::.rrl 23: 1. Coach is noted asking two 
behavior): Requests for athletes 1. Utilize peer/athlete athletes to demonstrate a passing 
to perform skills or drills in front demonstration to heighten drill to the team following his 
lof their teammates athletic confidence and sense of explanation 
control in the learning process 
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APPENDIXC 
pefinitions of instructional behaviors included in the NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation lnstrumen 
Based on standarqs outlined in domain five of the National Standards for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, Quality 
Sports (2nd ed.), published by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education 
rractical and technical cues rorresoonding to Standard 25: I . To remind an athlete to keep her 
(discrete behavior): Short verbal 1. Use terminology of the specific feet of the free-throw line before 
~d nonverbal phrases or actions sport necessary to communicate she attempts a foul shot, her 
that remind the athlete of intended outcomes and coach yells, "line!" 
·mportant elements of a technical activities with athletes and 
pr tactical skill coaches 
~.Avoid over-communicating 
both in practice and in game 
situations 
K;ames-based learning (discrete ~orresoondimz to Standard 23: 1. A coach works short games or 
~ehavior): Use of a games 1. Utilize a variety of instructional scrimmages into practice to 
~pproach to reinforcing sport- methods encouraging learning reinforce technical and tactical 
~pecific technical and tactical through problem-solving skills 
knowledge activities and games-based 
learning 
~ifferentiated instruction ~orreSDOnding to Standard 22: 1. Coach draws drills on a 
(discrete behavior): Use of 1. Provide athletes with written chalk/whiteboard during 
~ultiple teaching strategies in descriptions and diagrams of explanation 
prder to support a range of new drills or team tactics prior j2. Coach has players walk through 
earning styles (i.e. kinesthetic, to instruction a new skill after giving a verbal 
!verbal, visual, and auditory) lrorresoondinl!: to Standard 23: explanation and providing a 
1. Design instructional processes diagram 
that include verbal , visual, and 
tactical cues that address 
different learning styles 
~ettling time (timed behavior): Corresoondinl!: to Standard 25: 1. Coach pauses after delivering 
~ime given to athletes to rest their 1. Pace instructional cues to allow information to allow athletes to 
[bodies and minds . athletes time to process think about what was just said 
information and respond with j2. Coach asks athletes if they have 
questions question 
Activity wait time* (timed rorresoondina to Standard 22: 1. Athletes do not spend more time 
behavior): The amount of time 1. Reduce wait time by adequately waiting in line for a drill than 
athletes wait to participate in drills preparing drills and having time spent taking part in the drill 
or activities , either in line or sufficient equipment ready to 2. Athletes do not stand around 
during activity transitions use while the coach prepares 
~orresnondinl!: to Standard 23: upcoming drills 
1. Plan the order of practice 
activities to provide sufficient 
practice time for skill 
acquisition and retention 
*The term activity wait time differs from the term wait time, which is commonly used in physical 
~ducation to indicate "the amount of time a teacher waits after asking a question before calling on a child" 
Rovegno & Bandhauer, 2013, pg. 61). 
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APPENDIXC 
Definitions of instructional behaviors included in the NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrument 
Based on standards outlined in domain five of the National Standards for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, Quality 
. Sports (2nd ed.),published by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education 
!Instruction delivery talk time Corresoondinll to Standard 22: 1. When delivering instruction, a 
timed behavior): The amount of 1 . Provide staff and athletes with a coach minimizes talk time by 
!time a coach spends addressing clear indication of what is saying only what her athletes 
ft.thletes en masse when delivering planned for the practice, the need to know; anecdotes and 
·nstruction objectives , and possible details that do not directly 
sequence of activities contribute to athletes' 
rorresoondinll to Standard 23: comprehension of the content are 
1. Design teaching progressions omitted from the instruction 
for developing sport-specific delivery 
skills based on best practices in 
teaching and learning principles 
rorresoondinll to Standard 25: 
1. Avoid over-communicating 
both in practice and in game 
situations 
[rime on task (timed behavior): lrorresoonding to Standard 23: 
lfhe amount of time athletes are 1. Plan the order of practice 
~ctively and meaningfully activities to provide sufficient 
ngaged in sport-specific activities practice time for skill 
acquisition and retention 
iN umber of staff and athletes rorresnondin!! to Standard 22: 
[Present 1. Secure sufficient staffing to 
maximize athlete supervision 
and instruction 
prganization of equipment and Corresoondin!! to Standard 22: 
~pace 1. Organize equipment and space 
to allow for easy regrouping of 
athletes and transition to next 
activity 
~rouping of athletes ~"'orresoonding to Standard 22: 
1. Group athletes according to 
learning objectives and 
consideration of safety, 
motivation, and team morale 
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APPENDIXC 
Definitions of instructional behaviors included in the NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation lnstrumen 
Based on standards outlined in domain five of the National Standards for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, Quality 
Sports (2nd ed.), published by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education 
!Behaviors that may support a rorresoonding to Standard 19: 
!Positive learning climate 1. Treat each athlete as an 
individual 
~- Implement activities that foster 
team cohesion 
3. Promote opportunity within 
sport by encouraging 
appropriate and equal 
participation regardless of race, 
ethnicity, gender, and socio-
economic status 
lrorresoonding to Standard Six: 
1. Share with athletes effective 
stress management coping 
strategies 
~- Utilize sound mental skills to 
build athlete self-confidence 
Corresnondinl! to Standard Seven: 
1. Use professional and age-
appropriate language at all 
times. Use nonsexist and 
inclusive language 
lrorresnondinl! to Standard 26: 
1. Create a learning environment 




Methodology used to identify NCACE (2006) Domain Five Standards 
*Based on standards outlined in domain five of the National Standards for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, Quality Sports (2nd ed.), published by the 
National Association for Sport and Physical Education 
Observation Interview 
Standard 19. Provide a positive learning environment that is appropriate to the 
haracteristics of the athletes and goals of the program 
rrreat each athlete as an individual XX 
mplement activities that foster team cohesion XX 
Show acceptance of athletes of all abilities by reacting positively when mistakes are made XX 
prter corrective instruction and give encouragement consistent with expectations XX 
Implement behavioral management and positive discipline strategies that are appropriate fo XX 
he athletes 
Promote opportunity within sport by encouraging appropriate and equal participation XX 
egardless of race, ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status 
Standard 20. Develop and monitor goals for the athletes and program 
Set goals for each practice and competition XX 
Facilitate the goal-setting process by providing opportunities for athletes and program staff XX 
o participate in setting realistic, performance-based goals 
Utilize pre- and post-assessment of skills to determine and adjust appropriate individual XX 
goals 
Review and modify goals with athletes and staff throughout the season to be sure goals XX 
remain realistic and challenging 
Facilitate a mastery goal orientation for each athlete, focusing on effort and self- XX 
determination 
Standard 21. Organize practice based on a seasonal or annual practice plan to maintain 
motivation, manage fatigue, and allow for peak performance at the appropriate time 
dentify and establish season and practice objectives to meet desired outcomes in skill XX 
development, knowledge of sport, physical conditioning, and personal social development 
Construct monthly, weekly, and daily practice plans based on seasonal goals XX 
Prepare practice plans that reflect reasonable time allowances for skill development XX 
Share plans with staff members and athletes XX 
Standard 22. Plan and implement daily practice activities that maximize time on task; and 
available resources. 
Secure sufficient staffmg to maximize athlete supervision and instruction XX 
Organize equipment and space to allow for easy regrouping of athletes and transition to XX 
next activity 
Reduce wait time by adequately preparing drills and having sufficient equipment ready for XX 
use 
Provide staff and athletes with a clear indication of what is planned for the practice, the XX 
objectives, and possible sequence of activities 
!Provide athletes with written descriptions and diagrams of new drills or team tactics prior to XX 
instruction 
ICJroup athletes according to learning objectives and consideration of safety, motivation, and XX 
earn morale 
Standard 23. Utilize appropriate instructional strategies to facilitate athlete development 
fU1d performance 
pesign teachlng progressions for developing sport-specific skills based on best practices in XX 
eachlng and learning principles 
pesign instructional processes that include verbal, visual, and tactical cues that address XX 
~ifferent learning styles 
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APPENDIXD 
Methodology used to identify NCACE (2006) Domain Five Standards 
*Based 011 standard< outlined in domain five of the National Standard< for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, Quality Sports (2nd ed.), published by the 
National Association for Sport and Physical Education 
Observation Interview 
!Utilize a variety of instructional methods encouraging learning through problem-solving XX 
[activities and games-based learning 
IPlan the order of practice activities to provide sufficient practice time for skill acquisition XX 
[and retention 
Utilize peer/athlete demonstration to heighten athlete confidence and sense of control in the XX 
earning process 
Use appropriate technology to analyze performance in both practice and competition XX 
~onsider motivational issues associated with correcting errors and selecting techniques for XX 
e-teaching 
Standard 24. Teach and incorporate mental skills to enhance performance and reduce sport 
[anxiety 
pemonstrate appropriate use of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards to enhance motivation and XX 
earning 
Share with athletes effective stress management coping strategies XX 
Utilize sound mental skills to build athlete self-confidence XX 
Help athletes to develop a mental game plan that includes pregame preparation, a XX 
ontingency plan for errors during competition, and how to avoid competitive stress 
Help athletes improve concentration by learning attention control strategies XX 
Standard 25 . Use effective communication skills to enhance individual learning, group 
success, and enjoyment in the sport experience 
!Use terminology of the specific sport necessary to communicate intended outcomes and XX 
[activities with athletes and coaches 
~ommunicate high achievement expectations to athletes by providing positive feedback XX 
[and instructive comments relative to athlete performance 
Establish an orderly environment to gain an athlete's attention prior to giving instruction. XX 
Check for athlete understanding and comprehension before moving on 
Provide feedback on individual and team performance, linking individual contribution to XX 
pverall team goals 
pse professional and age-appropriate language at all times . Use nonsexist and inclusive XX 
anguage 
!Pace instructional cues to allow athletes time to process infom1ation and respond with XX 
11uestions 
lA void over-communicating both in practice and in game situations XX 
Standard 26. Demonstrate and utilize appropriate and effective motivational techniques to 
enhance athlete performance and satisfaction 
dentify and implement positive motivational strategies XX 
Recognize individual athletes' unique motivational needs and challenges XX 
Prevent burnout by designing interventions that are based on understanding of motivation XX 
and overtraining principles 
Create a learning environment that focuses on both effort and achievement XX 
Provide accurate and supportive feedback on the causes of success or failure XX 
Never use physical activity or peer pressure as a means of disciplining athl.ete behavior XX 




NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrument (v.2) 
I!Jased on standards outlined in domain five of the National Standards for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, 
Quality Sports (2nd ed.), published by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education 
~ate: Participant ID: Observation number: 1 2 3 
!Data collection begin time: Data collection end time: 
f# of staff present: # of athletes present: 
Record a v for each instance of behavior demonstration in Column A. Record descriptive notes 
orresponding to behaviors in Column B. Record time-stamp occurrences (if necessary) in Column C. 




















Rebecca Sherlock-Shangraw, 2012 
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APPENDIXE 
NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrument (v 2) 
'{lased on standards outlined in domain five of the National Standards for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, 
Quality Sports (2nd ed.), published by the National Association for Sp_ort and Physical Education 
!How are athletes grouped? 





Rebecca Sherlock-Shangraw, 2012 
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APPENDIXF 
NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrument (v .3) 
Based on standards outlined in domain five of the National Standards for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, Quality 
Sports (2nd ed.),published by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education 
Date: Participant ID: Observation number: l 2 3 
Data collection begin time:_ Data collection end time: __ # of staff present: __ # of athletes present: __ 
Record a II' for each instance of behavior demonstration targeted towards a group of athletes in Column A. Record a II' for 
ach instance of behavior demonstration targeted towards an individual athlete in Column B. Record descriptive notes 
orresponding with observed behaviors in Column C. Record time-stamp occurrences in Column D. 
Behavior A.tl' B. II' C. Description D. Time-Stamp 





















lfotal time on task* 
timed behavior) 
*Total time on task= total observation time- settling time- wait time- talk time 
!Rebecca Sherlock-Shangraw, 2012 
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APPENDIXF 
NCACE (2006) Domain Five Observation Instrument (v .3) 
Based on standards outlined in domain five of the National Standards for Sport Coaches: Quality Coaches, Quality Sports (2nd ed.), 
published by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education 
How is equipment and space organized? 
How are athletes grouped? 





Rebecca Sherlock-Sh.angraw, 2012 
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APPENDIXG 
Interview guide for coaches 
General Questions 
1. Tell me about your Special Olympics team 
Descriptive Questions 
1. What considerations do you make when choosing skills and drills for practice? 
2. How does goal-setting work into your coaching practice? 
3. How do you plan your practices? 
4. How do you prepare athletes for competition? 
5. How do you motivate athletes? 
6. What role does encouragement play in your coaching practice? 
7. How much can your athletes learn? 
8. Tell me about your use of positive feedback. 
9. Tell me about the cues you use with your athletes. 
10. What is the most challenging part about coaching athletes with intellectual 
disabilities? 
Contrast Questions 
1. How do you prepare differently for the last day of practice versus the first day of 
practice? 
2. How do you prepare for practices now, versus your first years of coaching? 
3. What are some differences between coaching lower- and higher-skilled athletes? 
Questions Specific to Observations 
1. e.g. I saw you introduce a drill to a group of athletes and then explain it again to 
Benjamin. How did you explain the drill differently to Benjamin? 




Demographic information record chart 
ID# Section Previous coach Total years Years coaching Profession 




Request for participation letter 
January, 2012 
Dear Coach, 
My name is Rebecca Sherlock-Shangraw and I am a former Special Olympics 
coach and current doctoral student at Boston University studying sports coaching. 
Massachusetts Special Olympics has been kind enough to provide me with your name as 
a Massachusetts Special Olympics Hall of Fame inductee. I am writing to ask for your 
voluntary participation in my doctoral research project. 
The purpose of this study is to identify instructional practices used by Hall of 
Fame Special Olympics coaches. Coaches who choose to participate in this study will 
not be judged or critiqued. Instead, observed instructional behaviors will be identified 
and described. Participation in this study would involve having three (3) of your 
practices observed; wearing a light-weight wireless microphone to record your dialogue 
during the observed practices; participating in an interview at the end of your season 
lasting approximately sixty (60) minutes; reviewing a results summary and emailing your 
comments about its accuracy to the researcher (this will take no longer than forty-five 
(45) minutes). 
You will not be asked to change anything about your practices, including practice 
time or practice location. The athletes you coach will not be evaluated during this study. 
All data collected from your practices, audiotapes, and interviews will be held in the 
strictest confidence and will not be released to Special Olympics, Boston University, or 
anyone else. 
Data from this research study can help create a knowledge base of recommended 
practices to use when coaching Special Olympics athletes. Data from this study can also 
help Special Olympics coach education classes include specific coaching techniques that 
work best with athletes who have intellectual disabilities. 
While I am a former Special Olympics coach, I am not affiliated with Special 
Olympics and there is no obligation to participate in this research study. 
Please feel free to email me (reb928@bu.edu) or call me (617-605-6470) with any 
questions, concerns, or more information about participation in this study. You may also 
contact Dr. John McCarthy at 617-353-0365 or jmmcc@bu.edu. 
You may obtain further information about your rights as a research subject by 
contacting the Boston University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects 
Research at 617-358-6115 or irb@bu.edu. 
Gratefully, 
Rebecca Sherlock-Shangraw, EdM 
Boston University School of Education 
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APPENDIXJ 
Research Consent Form 
Title of Project: Identifying instructional practices employed by Massachusetts Special 
Olympics Hall of Fame coaches 
Principal Investigator: Rebecca Sherlock-Shangraw, EdM 
My name is Rebecca Sherlock-Shangraw and I am a doctoral student at Boston 
University. I am conducting a research study to find out what instructional practices 
Special Olympics coaches use when they work with athletes. 
You are being asked to participate in this study because you are a Hall of Fame Special 
Olympics coach. You will be one of eight (8) subjects asked to participate in this 
research study. If you choose to participate in this study, you will have your Special 
Olympics practices observed three times during the season (once at the beginning of the 
season, once in the middle of the season, and once at the end of the season). During 
practice observations, you will be asked to wear a small, light-weight, wireless lapel 
microphone to record what you say. At the end of the season, you will be asked to 
participate in an interview that will last approximately sixty (60) minutes. Following this 
interview, you will be asked to comment on the accuracy of a results summary compiled 
from data collected during your interview, observations, and audio recordings. This data 
summary will be mailed to you and you may submit your comments about the results 
summary to the researcher electronically (reb928@bu.edu). It should take no longer than 
forty-five (45) minutes to review the results summary and submit comments to the 
researcher. 
Your total participation in this study will involve three team practices, one sixty (60) 
minute interview, and one, forty-five (45) minute review of a results summary. 
The goal of this research study is to identify and describe instructional practices used by 
Special Olympics coaches. If you choose to participate in this study, you will not have 
your coaching practices judged in any way. 
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Participation in this study is voluntary and data collection will take place at the practice 
location and time of choice. Special Olympics athletes will not be studied during this 
research investigation. 
Risks and Discomforts 
During practice observations, you may experience some discomfort while wearing a 
wireless microphone. You may remove the wireless microphone at any time if your 
discomfort exceeds a tolerable limit. 
Due to the presence of an observer, some athletes may become distracted during your 
practice. If this is a concern, we can discuss ways to minimize the distractions this study 
may cause. 
There may be unforeseen risks to the study. If new risks are identified, I will update you 
in a timely way about any new information that might affect your health, welfare, or 
decision to stay in the study. 
Benefits 
Participants will not receive any benefits from participation in this research study. 
However, research data collected from your practices and interview may contribute to 
building a list of "best practices" coaches can use with athletes who have intellectual 
disabilities. 
Costs/Payments 
There are no known costs to you for participating in this research study except for your 
time. You will not be paid to participate in this research study. 
Confidentiality 
Any identifiable data that is collected from you will be recorded using a unique 
participant identification number. Only I will have access to the master-code that links 
your personal information to the study ID number. I will take appropriate care to protect 
the confidentiality of your private information. However, there is a slight chance that 
others could learn information about you from this study. 
Data will be stored in a password-protected computer only accessible by me and 
destroyed at the end of the research. All research data will be assigned a code. The list 
that links the name of subjects to their code will be kept separately in a locked cabinet. 
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Only I will have access to the mastercode. The signed consent forms will be kept 
separate from the research data. 
Your information may be used in publications or presentations. However, the 
information will not include any personal information that will allow you to be identified. 
Information from this study and study records may be reviewed and photocopied by the 
institution and by regulators responsible for research oversight such as the Office of 
Human Research Protections and the Boston University Institutional Review Board. 
Voluntary Participation 
Taking part in this research is voluntary. You have the right to refuse to take part in this 
study. If you decide to be in this study you can refuse to answer any questions or 
participate in any observations if you wish. If you decide to be in this study and then 
change your mind, you can withdraw from the research. Refusal to participate will not 
involve any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. In addition, 
your refusal to participate in this study will not affect your relationship with 
Massachusetts Special Olympics . 
If there are any new findings during the study that may affect whether or not you wish to 
continue to take part in the research, you will be told about them as soon as possible. I 
may decide to stop your participation in the study without your consent. This might 
happen if I decide that staying in the study will be bad for you or if I decide to stop the 
study. 
Alternatives 
The alternative option to participation in this study is not to participate. 
Contacts 
If you have questions regarding this research or if you have a research related injury, 
either now or at any time in the future , please contact Rebecca Sherlock-Shangraw at 
617-605-6470 or reb928@bu.edu. You may also contact Dr. John McCarthy at 617-353-
0365 or jmmcc@bu.edu. 
You may obtain further information about your rights as a research subject by contacting 
the Boston University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-
358-6115 or irb@bu.edu. 
207 
Agreement to Participate 
By signing this consent form you are indicating that you have read this consent form or it 
has been read to you. Yon are also indicating that you have been given the opportunity to 
ask questions about the study and all of your questions have been answered to your 
satisfaction. By signing the consent form you are indicating that you voluntarily agree to 
participate in the study. You will be given a copy of the consent form to keep if you 
wish. 
Printed name of Subject 
Signature of Subject Date 
Printed name of Person Obtaining Consent 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date 
I grant the researcher permission to audio record me during observed practices: 
YES o NO o 
I grant the researcher permission to audio record me during my interview: 
YES o NO o 
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APPENDIXK 
Release for audio recording 
Identifying instructional practices employed by Massachusetts Special Olympics 
Hall of Fame coaches 
Principal Investigator: Rebecca Sherlock-Shangraw, EdM 
Boston University School of Education 
2 Silber Way 
Boston, MA 02215 
617-605-6470 I reb928@bu.edu 
During this study, you were audio recorded. With your consent, the researcher would 
like to use your audio recordings for various educational purposes. Your name will never 
be associated with any of these uses. 
You have the right to refuse to allow your audio recordings to be used for educational 
purposes. 
Please indicate below whether you do (by checking "YES") or do not (by checking 
"NO") give the researcher permission to use audio recordings from your observed 
practices and interview in the following ways: 
In presentations to coaching and physical education students at Boston University 
Audio recordings from observed practices: YES D NO D 
Audio recordings from interview: YES D NO o 
In presentations of the research at professional meetings and conferences 
Audio recordings from observed practices: YES D NO D 
Audio recordings from interview: YES D NO D 
In presentations of the research in coach education settings including, but not limited to, 
Special Olympics coach trainings 
Audio recordings from observed practices: 





Printed name:----------------- Date: ________ _ 
Signarure: __________________ _ 
You will receive a copy of this form. If at any time you change your mind about granting the researcher 
permission to use your audio recordings for educational purposes, please notify the researcher by calling 
617-605-6470 or emailing reb928@bu.edu and it will no longer be used. 
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APPENDIXL 
Data summary of discrete instructional behaviors: 
Encouragement, positive correction, tactical and technical cues, and differentiated instruction 
Behavior DFOI frequency data DFOI field note Coach interview data: 
descriptions: high- and high- and low-order themes 
low-order themes 
Encouragement . Top-ranked observed Ignite athletes' interest Encourage desire to learn 
instructional behavior • Competitive scenarios . Promote a desire to learn 
. Accounts for 29.58% of all • Reference to local among athletes 
observed behaviors sports teams . Encourage athletes who 
• Average of 26.58 recorded Encourage effort resist learning 
instances of encouragement • Phrases Maintain athlete retention 
per practice observation . Gestures . Create a fun environment 
. Create a motivating 
environment 
. Consistent athlete 
attendance 
Positive . Second highest-ranked Proximity control Help athletes learn 
correction observed instructional • Coach approaches • Explain the "why" 
behavior athlete . Empower athletes 
. Accounts for 23.64% of all . Athlete approaches • Maintain athlete 
observed behaviors coach encouragement 
. Average of 21.25 recorded Delivery 
instances of positive . Feedback model 
corrections per practice . Visual references 
observation . Kinesthetic feedback 
Tactical and . Third highest-ranked Delivery type Simplify corrections 
technical cues observed instructional . Verbal cues . Verbal cues 
behavior • Gesture cues . Gesture cues 
. Accounts for 15 .11% of all . Touch cues • Touch cues 
observed behaviors 
• Average of 13.58 recorded 
instances of cues per practice 
observation 
Differentiated Among aQuatics coaches: Show/say/do Show/say/do 
instruction . Top-ranked observed • Coach talks through . Coach talks through the 
(aquatics) instructional behavior skill skill 
. Accounts for 27.67% of . Coach demonstrates . References to activate prior 
observed behaviors skill knowledge 
. Average of 16 recorded . Athlete performs skill . Coach demonstrates skill 
instances of differentiated Kinesthetic . Athlete performs skill 
instruction per practice • Coach moves athletes' Communication barriers 
observation body within the sport environment 
. Athlete asked to note . Athletes' heads in water 
feeling of movement . Coach demonstrates skills 
on pool deck 
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APPENDIXM 
Data summary of behaviors that may have contributed to the creation of a supportive learning climate 
Behavior DFOI field note descriptions: high- and Coach interview data: high- and low-
low-order themes order themes 
Autonomy Initiative Initiative 
• Lead/contribute to warm-ups • Routine 
• Establish practice routines Choice 
• Athletes make calls during scrimmages • Equipment 
• Athlete leaders • Water breaks 
Choice • Warm-ups 
• Participation . Drills 
• Equipment Identity 
. Help • Accept athletes as they are 
• Allow athletes to express themselves 
Competence Critical contributors Repeated use of drills 
• Athlete suggestions • Athlete familiarity 
• Athlete responsibilities • Athletes comfortable 
• Equipment evaluation • Athlete skill level increases 
Excellence Measures of success 
• Achievement goals • Success is relative to the athlete 
• Communicate high standards • Praise of all athlete successes 
• Hard-earned praise Excellence 
• Raising expectations 
• Perspective of family members/fans 
Relatedness Names Names 
• Coach uses names to address athletes • First names when addressing athletes 
• Athletes use names to address each other • Athletes must learn teammates' names 
Cheering Caring 
• Coach encourages athletes to cheer for • Compassion from higher- to lower-
each other skilled athletes 
Feelings • Athletes help each other 
. Inquiries into physical states • Athletes show compassion towards 
. Inquiries into psychological states opponents 
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APPENDIXN 
Identifying Instructional Practices Employed by Massachusetts Special Olympics 
Hall of Fame Coaches: Recommendations for coach education programs 
Recommendation #1: Include encouragement in coach education materials as a critical, 
independent instructional behavior and state the following reasons to frequently 
encourage athletes with intellectual disabilities: 
a. To ignite athletes' interest in a task or skill. 
b. To encouraging athletes' effort. 
c. To encourage athletes' desire to learn. 
d. To maintain athlete retention. 
Recommendation #2: Provide coaches with suggestions of how to encourage athletes by 
discussing instructional practices observed by participants of the current study: 
a. Create competitive scenarios for athletes during drills and other activities. 
b. Reference local sports teams and athletes. 
c. Use encouraging phrases like "well done" and "I know you can do it. Praise effort 
when athletes are practicing and refining skills. 
d. Use encouraging gestures like high-fives and fist-bumps to encourage and praise effort 
when athletes are practicing and refining skills. 
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Recommendation #3: Explain that positive corrections are informative, supportive forms 
of feedback that motivate and educate athletes. The hallmark of delivering positive 
corrections is answering "why" in order to encourage athletes' learning (why the initial 
action was incorrect; why the correction may help improve the athlete's performance). 
Provide coaches with the following feedback model to facilitate their delivery of 
corrections: 
Step 1. Obtain proximity control (reduce the distance between coach and athlete) by 
approaching the athlete. 
Step 2. Solicit the athletes' attention by saying the athlete's first name or nickname. 
Step 3. Give a quick explanation of the incorrect action. 
Step 4. Give a quick correction accented with cue words. 
Step 5. Explain why the correction would help performance. 
Step 6. Check for understanding by asking open-ended questions or requesting skill 
demonstration. 
Step 7. End feedback with an encouraging phrase or gesture. 
Recommendation #4: To facilitate athletes' understanding of feedback, suggest coaches 
work visual references into positive corrections by: 
a. Asking athletes to think of a peer who is notably talented at the skill being corrected. 
b. Asking athletes to watch a peer demonstrate a skill while the coach calls out important 
skill cues as they are performed. 
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Recommendation #5: Suggest coaches differentiate instruction if they work in sport 
environments where communication is challenging (i.e. aquatics environments). To 
differentiate instruction, coaches can employ a mixture of visual, verbal, and kinesthetic 
instructional methods to communicate information to athletes. For example, when 
teaching an aquatics athlete the crawl stroke, a coach can move her arms (visual) in the 
crawl stroke pattern while saying the steps and/or skill cues (verbal). Additionally, the 
coach can move her athletes' arms through the motions of the stroke (kinesthetic). 
Differentiated instruction can increase coaches' chances of effectively communicating 
with athletes by crossing numerous learning style "bridges" at one time, versus 
depending solely on catering to one learning style bridge (which may be blocked due to 
the sport environment, such as the auditory bridge in a loud gym or the visual bridge in a 
pool). 
Recommendation #6: Following initial instruction of a sport skill or concept, suggest 
coaches use the following types of tactical and technical cues to simplify feedback and 
make communication more efficient: 
a. Verbal cues: simple, short phrases that include sport-specific terminology. 
b. Gesture cues: coach-demonstrated physical movements that remind athletes of the 
correct way to perform a skill (often paired with verbal cues). 
c. Touch cues: taps on the athletes' body to elicit movement. 
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Recommendation #7: Suggest coaches maximize time on task during practices in order to 
provide athletes with ample opportunity to practice their sport skills. 
Recommendation #8: Recommend coaches minimize athletes' activity wait time in order 
to maximize time on task and decrease the risks of athlete boredom and demotivation. 
The following suggestions can be provided to coaches as ways to decrease activity wait 
time: 
a. Provide more athletes with equipment. 
b. Split the practice space into smaller sections to run station activities. 
c. Increase the number of lines available to athletes during drills. 
d. Keep athletes on the same scrimmage teams throughout the season to minimize 
transition time going into scrimmages. 
e. Maintain a high coach/volunteer to athlete ratio in sports involving dangerous skills or 
interactions with potentially dangerous equipment. 
f. Use all of the allocated practice space. 
Recommendation #9: Suggest coaches periodically allow athletes time to rest their bodies 
and minds by providing settling time. Settling time can be given in the form of water 
breaks; suggestions that athletes remove themselves from practice for a few minutes; or 
by allowing athletes to independently decide to remove themselves from practice for a 
few minutes. 
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Recommendation #10: Suggest coaches practice the KISC principle when delivering 
instruction to athletes: Keep It Simple, Coach! To do this, instructional content must be 
pared down to include only essential skill components. Details that are not critical to 
skill performance, such as personal anecdotes about using the skill, should not be 
included in instruction delivery. 
Recommendation #11: Instructional practices play critical roles in sports coaching; 
however, it is important to note they are contextually dependent. What works for a Little 
League coach may not work for a collegiate coach. Likewise, what works for a school-
sponsored middle-school coach may not work for a Special Olympics coach. While 
coaches of Little League, collegiate, school-based and Special Olympics teams may be 
aware of a similar "tool kit" of instructional practices, they must prioritize the use of 
these practices according to the needs of their athletes, as well as the priorities and 
objectives of their organization. Just as a carpenter must decide which tools to hold in his 
or her hand, which tools to provision in his or her tool belt, and which tools to keep in his 
or her toolbox, a coach must determine which instructional tools to keep close at hand, 
which tools to keep on reserve (or, tools kept in the tool belt), and which tools to save for 
seldom use (or, tools kept in the toolbox) . Based on results from this study, the following 
recommendations for the prioritization of NCACE-grounded instructional practices can 
be made for Special Olympics coaches. These recommendations can also be applied to 
community- or school-based coaches working with athletes who have intellectual 
disabilities. 
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Tools in hand, tools in the belt, tools in the box: a Special Olympics coach's toolkit 
Research-based recommendations for prioritization of NCACE-grounded instructional 
practices. 
Tools in hand 
Encouragement: Verbal and nonverbal methods used to motivate athletes, praise effort, 
and praise achievement 
Positive corrections: Verbal and nonverbal communications to athletes requesting 
corrections to behaviors or technical and tactical skills that are delivered in supportive, 
motivating ways 
Technical and tactical cues: Short verbal and nonverbal phrases or actions that remind the 
athlete of important elements of. a technical or tactical skill 
Differentiated instruction (aquatics): Use of multiple teaching strategies in order to 
support a range of learning styles (i.e. kinesthetic, verbal, visual, and auditory) 
Tools in the tool belt 
Differentiated instruction (non-aquatics): Use of multiple teaching strategies in order to 
support a range of learning styles (i.e. kinesthetic, verbal, visual, and auditory) 
Attention: Verbal and nonverbal methods used to elicit athletes' attention prior to 
delivering instruction or feedback 
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Checking for understanding: Assessment measures employed to gauge athletes' 
comprehension of information 
Peer demonstration: Requests for athletes to perform skills or drills in front of their 
teammates 
Games-based learning: Use of a games approach to reinforcing sport-specific technical 
and tactical knowledge 
Recommendation #12: Suggest coaches practice autonomy-supportive coaching by: 
a. Giving athletes choices. 
b. Giving athletes opportunities to demonstrate initiative. 
c. Explaining why corrections are being made when delivering positive corrections. 
d. Showing concern for athletes in and out of the sport environment. 
e. Promoting a task-oriented sport environment. 
Recommendation #13: Suggest coaches promote athletes' roles as critical contributors 
by: 
a. Listening to and accepting athletes' suggestions. 
b. Assigning athletes responsibilities. 
c. Asking athletes to evaluate the condition of practice equipment. 
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Recommendation #14: Suggest coaches promote excellence among athletes by: 
a. Setting high performance goals. 
b. Communicating high and reasonable performance standards. 
c. Only giving praise when it is deserved. 
Recommendation #15: Suggest coaches promote feelings of relatedness by: 
a. Emphasizing use of first names among coaches, athletes, and volunteers. 
b. Encouraging athletes to cheer for teammates during practices, scrimmages, and formal 
competitions. 
c. Inquiring about athletes' feelings (e.g. "Are you thirsty?" or "Are you scared?") 
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